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ABSTRACT
By analyzing approximately sixty political sermons from 1755 to 1783 (twenty- 
five sermons from 1773 to 1783), this study examines how clergymen applied religious 
ideas to understand temporal events and how those interpretations changed over time.
In the early part o f the Seven Years’ War, many clergymen focused on God’s 
judgment on the colonists for their sins. Ministers delivered jeremiad sermons to warn 
the colonists about possible destruction of the local community, the nation, or the world. 
By defining themselves against their French enemies during the Seven Years’ War, 
many clergymen fostered a dynamic and reciprocal relationship between religion and 
politics. As victory against the French ushered in conflict with Britain, many ministers 
drew on the conceptual tools that guided them during the 1750s to address the imperial 
crisis and to share a similar vision of America’s future glory.
With their eyes toward independence, patriotic clergymen grounded religious 
rhetoric in historical experience to make the transition from colonies to nation. Yet in 
doing so, they did not apply a rigid scriptural formula. As a whole, the clergy held 
sometimes vastly different interpretations of the relationship between civil and spiritual 
liberty and modified their sermons to address each new circumstance. Analyzing the 
religious and political rhetoric in the sermons illuminates how the ministers’ 
eschatological interpretations o f God’s spiritual enemies changed as the colonists 
moved from resistance to revolution.
THE LANGUAGE OF THE CLERGY:
RELIGIOUS AND POLITICAL DISCOURSE IN REVOLUTIONARY AMERICA,
1754-1783
2INTRODUCTION
Connections between religion and the American Revolution are murky. 
Although recognizing that religious ideas were important for most people in the 
revolutionary era to understand their changing world, many historians disagree about 
the importance that these ideas had in the Revolution. Some contend that religious 
ideology had no “unique political role” and regard religion as secondary to radical whig 
ideology. In contrast, other historians elevate religion and its influence on revolutionary 
thought. These historians do not dismiss the importance of secular republican ideas but 
maintain that religion illuminates “how many Americans understood the ultimate 
meaning of the revolutionary crisis and birth o f the American nation.” 1
Below the surface of these historiographical debates lay deeper questions about 
what the terms Revolution and religion mean. Many scholars who analyze religion’s 
role in revolutionary America narrow their focus to an isolated series of events that they 
define as “the Revolution.” For some, the Revolution extends back to the 1730s and the 
religious revivals o f the Great Awakening. Others emphasize the interplay between 
religious and political language during the Seven Years’ War or the Episcopacy 
controversy. In addition, many historians also have confined “religion” to the religious
3discourse in the sermons and have focused on one theme, like millennialism or civil 
millennialism, covenant theology, revivalism, or the jeremiad.2
Yet such a narrow focus has glossed over the complexities o f religious discourse 
and the complex relationship between religion and other discourse in revolutionary 
America. Many historians have focused on the sermons of the patriot clergymen 
because these ministers were speaking and writing about the war more than anyone 
else—they were responsible for 190 publications, approximately 80 percent of the 
politically relevant pamphlets, dealing with the state of public affairs between 1774 and 
1784. But in an effort to understand religion’s relationship to the political ideology in 
revolutionary America, scholars have made too many generalizations and too many 
unsubstantiated assumptions. Reading the sermons as if they represent a consensus in 
the beliefs of the general population, some historians have neglected the fact that the 
published sermons were written primarily by elite New Englanders. By extracting a 
single theme (such as millennialism or covenant theology) from eighteenth-century 
preaching and presenting it as the key to revolutionary ideology, some also have 
reduced the sermons to a simplistic formula and the patriot clergymen to a unified 
mind.3
1 Bernard Bailyn, “Religion and Revolution: Three Biographical Studies,” Perspectives in 
American History 4 (1970): 83-165, quote on page 85; Ruth H. Bloch, Visionary Republic: 
Millennial Themes in American Thought, 1756-1800 (New York, 1985), xii.
2 On millennialism, see Bloch, Visionary Republic, Nathan O. Hatch, The Sacred Cause o f 
Liberty: Republican Thought and the Millennium in Revolutionary New England (New Haven,
1977), and Earnest Tuveson, Redeemer Nation: The Idea o f America’s Millennial Role 
(Chicago, 1968). Harry S. Stout focuses on the covenant theology, see New England Soul: 
Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England (New York, 1986). For the 
importance of the jeremiad, see Sacvan Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad (Madison, Wise.:
1978).
3 Statistical information on the number of sermons published are Melvin B. Endy, Jr., “Just 
War, Holy War, and Millennialism in Revolutionary America,” William and Mary Quarterly, 
42 (1985), 3-25,10 n.15 and Ellis Sandoz, ed. Political Sermons o f  the American Founding Era,
4Before understanding how these sermons affected the mentality o f the general 
population or political ideology, it is necessary to unearth the complexities and 
variations o f the themes in these political sermons. Appreciating the richness of the 
sermons will allow historians to compare them to political pamphlets and other 
documents to determine the role o f religious ideas and language in political ideology. 
By analyzing approximately sixty political sermons from 1755 to 1783 (twenty-five 
sermons from 1773 to 1783), this study examines how clergymen applied religious 
ideas to understand temporal events and how those interpretations changed over time. I 
chose not to begin with the Great Awakening for several reasons, one of the most 
important being my belief that connections between the revivals and the Revolution are 
indirect. Many historians convincingly argue that there is a “close rhetorical affinity” 
between religious and political vocabularies, but most likely, intermediate 
circumstances like the Seven Years’ War served to reinforce an overlap in the religious 
and political rhetoric and unite revivalists and anti-revivalists under a common 
vocabulary. Too much time had elapsed and too many other events developed between 
the 1730s and the 1770s for the revivals to have had any lasting influence of their own.4
1730-1805 (Indianapolis, 1991), 369. Many historians have made too many generalizations 
when analyzing the sermons. Alan Heimert, for example, assumes that the sermons are a 
reflection of religion in the American mind. Patricia Bonomi and J.C.D. Clark trace the origins 
of revolutionary ideology in the language of Dissenters. See, Heimert, Religion and the 
American Mind: From the Great Awakening to the Revolution (Cambridge, MA: 1966); Patricia 
Bonomi, Under the Cope o f Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America (New 
York, 1986); and J.C.D. Clark, The Language o f Liberty, 1660-1832: Political Discourse and 
Social Dynamics in the Anglo-American World (Cambridge, 1994).
4 Harry S. Stout, “Religion, Communications, and the Ideological Origins of the American 
Revolution,” William & Mary Quarterly 34 (1977): 519-541, 521. The literature on the 
relationship between the Great Awakening and the Revolution is extensive but for some 
examples see Alan Heimert, Religion and the American Mind; Stout, “Religion, 
Communications, and the Ideological Origins” and The New England Soul; and Patricia 
Bonomi, Under the Cope o f Heaven. For critiques of the revivals’ connections to the 
Revolution, see John Butler, “Enthusiasm Described and Decried: The Great Awakening as
5The sermons I used for this study were written primarily by Congregationalist, 
Presbyterian, and Baptist ministers. These denominations comprised about half o f the 
white population in America in the latter half o f the eighteenth century and were mostly 
concentrated in New England. Baptist and Congregationalists denominations claimed a 
majority o f the population in New England, while Presbyterians and Baptists comprised 
approximately half o f the number of churches. Overall, Congregationalists, 
Presbyterians, and Baptists solidly backed the Revolution; New England 
Congregationalists and middle colony Presbyterians were the most vocal clerical 
supporters of the Revolution. But church adherence figures are problematic. There has 
been no systematic study of church adherence in the eighteenth century, and historians 
differ in their analysis of available data. Some stress attendance figures, while others 
focus on communication figures. There are problems with both approaches; attendance 
figures are high and rounded while communication figures are low and exclude those 
who might not have received communion because of church standards but were still 
faithful church attendants.5
Aside from this denominational focus, the sermons in this study, varying in 
lengths from approximately 20 to 60 pages, are occasional sermons, which as the name 
implies were weekday sermons occasioned by some event. Occasional sermons were 
fast, thanksgiving, election, militia, or funeral sermons. Fast day sermons were the most
Interpretive Fiction,” Journal o f  American History 69 (1982) and Awash in a Sea o f  Faith: 
Christianizing the American People (Cambridge, MA: 1992).
5 Lester J. Cappon, ed., Atlas o f Early American History: The Revolutionary Era, 1760-1790 
(Princeton, 1976), 25, 36; Patricia U. Bonomi and Peter R. Eisenstadt, “Church Adherence in 
the Eighteenth-Century British American Colonies,” William and Mary Quarterly 39 (1982): 
245-86, Ruth Bloch, Visionary Republic, xiv-xv. Jon Butler in “Coercion, Miracle, Reason: 
Rethinking the American Religious Experience in the Revolutionary Age,” in Religion and a
numerous. Religious or civil authority called for fast days to repent for events that 
disrupted the natural order o f the universe—mostly earthquakes, droughts, and war— 
and seek God’s mercy. Ministers who preached fast day sermons interpreted these 
calamities as a sign that God was punishing people for their backsliding. Chastising 
people for their transgressions, God inflicted these calamities and clergymen implored 
people to place their faith in God and repent. Thanksgiving sermons were intended for 
corporate celebrations to praise God, often after victories in wars.6
There are limitations to focusing on occasional sermons. Unlike Sunday 
sermons, they are not representative o f the regular, weekly preaching. Sunday sermons 
therefore are a better indicator o f what churchgoers were hearing routinely. Yet by the 
Revolution, 85 percent o f the printed sermons were occasional sermons and competed 
with Sunday sermons in importance.7
Relying on printed source material poses other methodological problems. In the 
late eighteenth-century, literacy was high but not universal. In general, about 75 percent 
o f adult white males could read. The rate was higher in New England and lower in the 
southern states. The literacy rate for women also was lower than for men. Because the 
literacy rate was higher in New England, New England colonies also published more 
than the South. Yet, as Ruth Bloch has shown, these publications were disseminated 
outside New England to reach other colonies as well. The appearance of New England 
literature in other colonies suggests that there was demand for it. Most likely, the 
illiterate too were exposed to the sermons, since many of these printed sermons and
Revolutionary Age, Ronald Hoffman and Peter J. Albert, eds. (Charlottesville, 1994), criticizes 
Bonomi and Eisenstadt for relying on attendance figures, 1-30.
6 Stout, New England Soul, 4-5, 27-31.
7 Ibid., 31.
7orations were intended for oral rather than written presentation. During popular 
gatherings, visual symbolism (such as effigies and political cartoons), and secondhand 
accounts of sermons also served to disseminate ideas.8
The first chapter, “Signs o f Judgment,” analyzes how clergymen interpreted the 
natural disasters o f the 1750s, the Seven Years’ War, and the emerging conflict with 
Britain. In the early part o f the Seven Years’ War, many clergymen focused on God’s 
judgment on the colonists for their sins. Ministers delivered jeremiads to warn the 
colonists about possible destruction of the local community, the nation, or the world. 
Despite what some historians have argued, the sermons did not simply rely on covenant 
theology. Many clergymen did not guarantee that repentance would spare the colonists 
from destruction because they were God’s chosen people. Rather, these preachers drew 
on providentialism, which discussed God’s protection of all individuals and nations, not 
just his chosen.
Many ministers also simply did not place the war in the context o f sacred history 
or express the belief that the war was a sign that the Millennium was near at hand. Such 
a portrayal glosses over the complexities o f millennial imagery in the sermons. 
Apocalyptic rhetoric was not always a reference to the Last Judgment; ministers were 
sometimes just warning about the destruction of the colonies for their sins. Most clergy 
did not provide a millennial or optimistic vision of the war until after the fall o f Quebec. 
Before 1759, many o f the clergy were not certain that the war would usher in the 
Millennium. Instead, many portrayed the war as part o f the continuous struggle against 
Satan and sin. Yet after the fall o f Quebec, many ministers drew upon millennial
8 Kenneth A. Lockridge, Literacy in Colonial New England (New York, 1974), 74-101 and 
Ruth H. Bloch, “The Social and Political Base of Millennial Literature in Late Eighteenth
8imagery and providential favor. Emphasizing the identification of the French with papal 
Rome and the Antichrist, many placed the war within the context o f sacred history to 
change their interpretations about whom God was judging. For many clergymen, the fall 
o f Quebec was a sign that God was no longer punishing the colonies. His anger had 
shifted to his spiritual enemies, the papist French.
After the war, the religious and political rhetoric about spiritual and temporal 
bondage reinforced each other to heighten the dangers o f British conspiracy. Beginning 
with the Episcopacy controversy, many clergymen believed that Britain was trying to 
reduce the colonies to a state o f slavery. Subsequent taxation policies fed these 
suspicions. The 1765 Stamp Act roused some preachers and politicians to interpret the 
crisis in an eschatological framework.
Chapter two charts how the clergy used this eschatological framework for 
understanding the continuing crisis with Britain. Analyzing the religious and political 
rhetoric in the sermons illuminates how the ministers’ eschatological interpretations of 
God’s spiritual enemies changed as the colonists moved from resistance to revolution. 
As Parliament passed more and more oppressive policies, many patriot clergymen 
became convinced that a “Frencified party” had developed in Britain and was 
conspiring to enslave the colonists. Proof of the growing suspicion that Britain was in 
league with Satan came in 1774 with the passage of the Quebec Act, which convinced 
many clergy that Britain expanded Catholicism in Canada to serve political purposes.
But not all ministers simply engaged in constitutional arguments when 
addressing the imperial crisis. There was enormous diversity in interpreting the 
relationship between spiritual and civil liberty. Some emphasized spiritual over civil
Century America,” American Quarterly 40 (1988): 378-396.
9liberty and were concerned that the oppressive policies were turning the colonists’ 
attention away from God and to temporal matters. The outbreak of war also did not 
change the minds o f many ministers overnight. Some in 1775 hoped for reconciliation 
with the mother country but, as the war continued, realized that peace was not possible.
Many who supported the war heightened political language by overlapping it 
with religious meaning to endow the struggle with a cosmic significance. Unlike the 
Seven Years’ war, many patriot clergy painted an optimistic picture of the Revolution 
even during the gloomiest moments o f the war. These ministers believed that the 
Revolution was a turning point in sacred history and a prelude to the establishment of 
Christ’s church in America. No matter how bleak the circumstances appeared, many 
clergymen believed that God would vindicate America.
Beginning with the Seven Years’ War, ministers interpreted the calamities and 
victories o f the war through biblical passages and fostered a dynamic and reciprocal 
relationship between religion and politics in the sermons. Scripture and their 
experiences during the war continued to inform their understanding o f post-war events 
and the emerging imperial conflict. By the Revolution, many clergymen drew on the 
providentialism and the just war theories that had informed their preaching during the 
Seven Years’ War. Yet, for many clergymen, the sermons that addressed the imperial 
conflict had evolved and transformed from those in the 1750s, as they sought to relate 
biblical material to each new event. The close association between civil and religious 
tyranny that emerged from the 1750s enabled many ministers to apply arguments 
against papist despotism to Britain and to perceive the imperial conflict in the context of 
sacred history.
10
CHAPTER I 
SIGNS OF JUDGMENT
Surrounded by the four hundred bodies of his enemies and comrades, Lieutenant 
Colonel Pomeroy embarked with his troops in the heat o f the September sun to bury the 
dead. The violent and muddled encounter with the French at Lake George in 1755 had 
claimed the life o f his brother and many of his fellow soldiers. Only one managed to 
struggle against the death that encompassed him, but Pomeroy suspected this soldier 
would soon die too. When Pomeroy found the casualty, the back of his skull was cut off, 
leaving his brains exposed. Yet, in this desolation and while rendering a “most 
melancoly” burial duty, Pomeroy reflected on the Lord’s mercy, reasoning that “had not 
the Lord been on our side we must all ben swallowed up.”1
For Pomeroy, God’s Providence had been visible everywhere that year. Through 
the diseases afflicting the army in the summer, the earthquakes rocking the land, and the 
victories and defeats in the war, God had shown his “wonderfull interposions of Divine 
Providances,” and Pomeroy was a humble and gracious witness to these marvelous 
works. He hoped these tribulations in nature and war were the “beginning o f a mighty 
work that God in his Providence” was “about to doo.”2 Living in the chaos of the 1750s, 
Pomeroy was not the only person who saw God’s hand directing the war and natural
1 Louis Effingham de Forest ed., The Journals and Papers o f  Seth Pomeroy: Sometime General 
in the Colonial Service (New Haven: 1926), 115, 143.
2 Ibid., 129.
11
occurrences. The clergy stepped to the forefront o f these disasters to offer 
interpretations about the ‘^ uncertain and fluctuating state” that ensued from them.3
Aside from war and earthquakes, some parts o f the colonies were experiencing 
drought, famine, smallpox, and other natural disasters and phenomena.4 At the height of 
all these disturbances, conflicts with the French in the borderlands of the colonies had 
erupted into war. The colonists grasped for reasons to understand this turmoil, and the 
ministers provided an answer. God’s judgment on a sinfril people lay at the heart o f the 
clergy’s rationale for the upheaval the colonies were experiencing, and the clergy begged 
the colonists to repent and pray that God would spare them from utter destruction.
From the outset of the war, many chaplains accompanied the troops into the 
fields and delivered regular sermons to arm the troops spiritually in battle. Preaching 
twice on Sundays and conducting daily prayers, these chaplains addressed topics related 
to God’s providential scheme. Heeding the words of the ministers, many soldiers like 
Pomeroy recorded in their journals the messages from the sermons and interpretations of 
the providential meanings o f the war. In turn, chaplains offered the soldiers a vocabulary 
for understanding their experiences.5
In the early part o f the war, the sermons portrayed the unfolding events by using 
an apocalyptic framework, emphasizing doom and God’s judgment on the colonists for 
their sins. Early military campaigns were a catastrophe for the British and tensions were
3 Fred Anderson in A People’s Army examines the experiences of New England provincial 
soldiers in the Seven Years’ War, including their interpretations of the war. See Fred Anderson, A 
People’s Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years ’ War (Chapel Hill:
1984). Samuel Davies, Virginia’s Danger and Remedy. Two Discourses Occasioned by the 
Severe Drought... and the Defeat o f  General Braddock (Williamsburg: 1756), iii.
4 Kerry Trask, In the Pursuit o f  Shadows: Massachusetts Millennialism and the Seven Years
War (New York, 1989), 171-74.
12
high. With each defeat and victory, the ministers warned about the precariousness o f the 
colonists’ situation. There was no guarantee that God would spare them from his wrath; 
all the ministers could offer were glimpses of hope. These doomsday images shifted in 
1759 with the fall o f Quebec, which was a pinnacle victory for the English, who 
perceived the city as the symbol of France’s presence in the New World. With this 
victory, the ministers’ rhetoric in the sermons drew upon millennial imagery, which 
alluded to biblical prophecies describing a peaceful and joyous era and providential favor. 
This rhetoric therefore reveals a change in the clergy’s interpretation o f whom God was 
judging. No longer was God punishing the colonies. His anger had shifted to his spiritual 
enemies, the papist French. With this perception, the ministers began to understand the 
war within the context of sacred history. While ministers still addressed sin and the 
necessity for moral behavior, they emphasized millennial images and an optimistic view 
of America’s future.
Upon hearing of General Braddock’s defeat in 1755, the New Light Presbyterian 
Samuel Davies in Virginia hastily wrote two discourses that looked at the event in a 
“religious Light” to “save a sinking Land.” Similarly, New England clergymen also 
directed the colonists’ eyes toward heaven rather than earth for answers to these 
distresses: “In Times when epidemical Diseases rage and make great Devastations; he 
being sensible that the Calamity cometh not forth of the Dust but is commissioned of 
Heaven.”6 Throughout these sermons the ministers reasoned that God, working through
3 Anderson, A People’s Army, 210-18.
6 Davies, Virginia’s Danger, iii, iv; Samuel Wigglesworth, The Blessedness o f  such as trust in 
Christ... (Boston, 1755).
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secondary means, had ordered these afflictions, and the clergy urged the colonists to 
ascribe all events to him.
By framing the crises in this way, however, the clergy had to address a central 
question resonating in the minds of most people who had looked to religion to provide 
an understanding for the disorder: Why was God withholding blessings from them and 
afflicting them with so many distresses? God had delivered their forefathers to America 
and sheltered them in the wilderness for over a century; why was he now passing 
judgment? The colonists, the clergy reasoned, had distanced themselves from God and 
religion and embraced the vices o f whoring, swearing, Sabbath-breaking, and luxury. In 
turn, this “pride, luxury and intemperance...abundantly merited this dreadful rebuke of 
heaven.”7 Natural disasters and the outbreak o f war were signs of God’s displeasure and 
judgment on the people in the colonies, “loudly calling” them to recognize their 
sinfulness.8
7 John Mellen, Duty o f  all to be ready fo r  Future Impending Events ...(Boston, 1756), 6. 
Mainly, the clergy who were publishing more on these issues were of Presbyterian, 
Congregationalism and Baptist denominations. These denominations were especially more likely 
than others to use millennial ideology in their sermons. For more information on these 
denominations’ use of millennial ideology, see Ruth H. Bloch’s Visionary Republic: Millennial 
Themes in American Thought, 1756-1800 (New York, 1985) and Bloch’s “The Social and 
Political Base of Millennial Literature in Late Eighteenth Century America,” American 
Quarterly, 40 (1988): 378-396. For other sermons interpreting the war and natural disasters as 
judgment, see Jonathan Mayhew, Expected Dissolution o f All Things (Boston, 1755); Charles 
Chauncy, The Earth Delivered From Her Curse... (Boston, 1756); Davies, Virginia’s Curse; 
John Cotton, God’s Call to His People:—Shewing Their Duty and Safety, in Days o f  General 
Calamity (Boston, 1757); Samuel Wigglesworth, The Blessedness o f such..., and
Wiggles worth’s God’s Promise to an Obedient People... (Boston, 1755); and Gilbert Tennent, 
The Good M an’s Character and Reward Represented... Together with Reflections on the 
Presages o f  Approaching Calamities... (Philadelphia, 1756).
8 Charles Chauncy, The Earth Delivered.
14
Using these chastisements, the clergy urged the colonists to repent for “if Sin is 
the cause o f your present Sufferings, Repentance must be the Cure.”9 In general, the 
sermons used two frameworks when focusing on sin and the necessity to repent: 
personal sin and individual judgment juxtaposed against a more apocalyptic judgment on 
the nation and world. Some ministers warned people to be ready as “private persons” for 
death and judgment: “for as Death leaves us, so Judgment will find us... by death we 
pass into the eternal world, and have our condition and portion assigned to us for 
ever.”10 On the whole, however, the clergy did not focus on personal sin and heavenly 
judgment. They rather used jeremiad sermons, discourses based on a rhetorical style that 
emphasized God’s judgment on a backsliding people. Preachers wanted to correct 
people’s behavior and place all the events either in a context that alerted the colonists to 
the destruction of the colonies or an apocalyptic framework to warn the colonists of the 
dawning o f Final Judgment.11
When the clergymen examined biblical prophecies and compared them to the 
disasters unfolding in the colonies, they began speculating that these occurrences might 
be “the beginning of sorrows” that “may perhaps portend some extraordinary 
Revolutions to be near at Hand.”12 The biblical prophecies in the Book of Revelation 
describe a cataclysmic conclusion to the world in an apocalyptic battle between heaven’s 
army and the Antichrist, which leads to the establishment of the Millennium—the
9 Davies, Virginia’s Danger, 29.
10 Mellen, Duty o f  all, 3, 15.
11 Sacvan Bercovich in The American Jeremiad discusses the significance that the jeremiad had 
in colonial New England. The message of jeremiads, he argues, was corrective rather than 
destructive. The Puritans fused secular and sacred history and directed a sinful people “toward a 
fulfillment of their destiny, to guide them individually toward salvation, and collectively toward 
the American city of God.” See Bercovich, The American Jeremiad, (Madison.: 1978), 9.
15
universal kingdom of God.13 The Protestant tradition held that Catholicism was the 
instrument of the devil and identified the Antichrist as the papacy. This perception 
became essential to the clergymen’s understanding o f the events unfolding before them 
as they associated the Catholic French with the wicked nation Babylon, the “Mother of 
all Harlots,” which St. John described in Revelation as one of Satan’s agents who makes 
war upon the saints. Using the prophetic scriptures in Revelation, some of the clergymen 
employed apocalyptic ideas to claim that “the present war [was] the commencement of 
this grand decisive conflict between the Lamb and the beast, i.e. between the protestant 
and popish powers.”14 Many clergymen at the outset o f war, however, were tenuous 
about portraying the war as this climactic battle with the Antichrist. They instead 
emphasized that the “war, desolation and general distress, may be understood as a 
coming of Christ” but more likely it was part o f the continuous struggle against Satan 
and sin since “future trials” were “unknown.”15
With their apocalyptic and jeremiad discourses, the clergymen revealed the grave 
alarms that confronted the colonists in the mid-1750s. British forces had suffered 
enormous defeats against the French and were weakened further by diseases and lack of 
supplies. There was a dangerous possibility that the Catholic French would “triumph
12 Tennent, The Good M an’s Character, 23.
13 For further explanation on these prophecies, see Bernard McGinn, Antichrist: Two thousand 
Years o f  the Human Fascination with Evil (New York: 1994) and Apocalypticism in the 
Western Tradition (New York: 1994), and James West Davidson, The Logic o f Millennial 
Thought: Eighteenth Century New England (New Haven: 1977). Apocalyptic and millennial 
prophecies also exist in the Old Testament. See, for example, the books of Daniel and Isaiah.
14 Samuel Davies, The Crisis: or, Uncertain Doom o f  the Kingdoms at Particular Times 
(Hanover, Va.: 1756), 6. For further discussions about the Protestant’s association of the 
Antichrist with the papacy in the Reformation, see Christopher Hill, Antichrist in Seventeenth- 
Century England (New York, 1970), Earnest Tuveson, Redeemer Nation: The Idea o f  
America’s Millennial Role (Chicago, 1968); and Bloch, Visionary Republic.
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over [them] and the gospel may be taken” and their land be “given to the beast.” 
Imagining the oppression that would occur if the French defeated the colonists, the 
ministers painted a vivid picture o f the horrors o f life under French rule: “The popish 
Mass-Book will be imposed, instead o f the sacred Writ; and instead o f pure Ordinances 
o f divine Institution, an Endless Round of Pagan Ceremonies.” These would rob them of 
“liberty, property, and religion” and subject them to bondage “worse than [the] Egyptian 
darkness” that the biblical Israelites endured.16 By using such words as “liberty,” 
“tyranny,” and “slavery,” the ministers overlapped whig political definitions of these 
terms and heightened the crisis at hand.
Running parallel to the fear o f spiritual enslavement by the French was the threat 
o f physical bondage. In the face o f the French victories in the early part of the war, the 
clergymen increasingly valued their “liberty” within the British Empire. The English 
Protestant tradition had associated the Protestant religion with liberty since the Glorious 
Revolution. Similarly, the Protestants also had associated the Antichrist and papacy with 
tyranny as well as heresy. These seemingly political references were not a shift from 
their religious framing o f the war to a more secular understanding. Although the 
ministers referred to both civil and religious freedom, they primarily perceived the 
conflict from a religious perspective. The ministers’ use o f the word “liberty” in a 
political context usually was vague and only sometimes referred to British constitutional 
rights. The sermons, rather, discussed liberty from French domination: “we English Men 
must be contented, instead of a mild and legal Administration... to fit under an arbitrary
15 Mellen, Duty o f  All to Be Ready, 3-4.
16 Mellen, Duty o f  All to Be Ready, 19; Samuel Finely, The Curse o f  Meroz; or, the Danger o f  
Neutrality, in the Cause o f  God, and in Our Country... (Philadelphia, 1757), 25.
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Government, & despotick Rule, as in France, under which, none can call what they 
possess, their own, or have Freedom of acting or speaking, scarcely o f thinking.”1'
By drawing on jeremiad and apocalyptic ideas, the ministers beseeched colonists 
to reform and hold up ‘"thy hands against Satan and the Antichrist, and all his (God’s) 
Church’s Enemies who seek her Ruin.” Everything that was sacred lay at stake—their 
liberties and country and God’s gospel—and the colonists would be perpetuating their 
sinful behavior if they refused to take up arms; it was, after all, a “moral evil to resist the 
fight” against the usurpation o f their civil and religious liberties. Drawing on the message 
o f Jeremiah 48:10, many ministers mobilized soldiers by claiming the unrighteousness of 
those who “keepeth their sword back from blood.” The war, therefore, was the “work of 
the Lord, [with] swords as instruments o f righteousness,” calling them to the “dreadful 
but important duty of shedding blood, upon the penalty of falling under the tremendous 
curse of God.”18
Not all the ministers, however, portrayed the conflict as an apocalyptic holy war 
against the papal Antichrist. Some also used arguments based on biblical texts to address 
those who, out of conscience, were reluctant to take up arms.19 In Pennsylvania, Samuel 
Finley drew upon the just-war tradition of argument as he preached a sermon directed
17 Wigglesworth, God’s Promise, 16-17. Historians such as Nathan Hatch argue that the 
identification of the Antichrist as a symbol of tyranny more than heresy was a departure in 
ideology that indicated a shift toward a “civil millennialism.” Ruth Bloch, however, convincingly 
demonstrates that this association was integral to the English Protestant tradition since the 
English Civil War. See Nathan O. Hatch’s The Sacred Cause o f Liberty: Republican Thought 
and the Millennium in Revolutionary New England (New Haven, 1977) and Bloch’s Visionary 
Republic.
18 Cotton, Duty and Safety, Davies, The Curse o f Cowardice. A Sermon Preached to the Militia 
o f Hanover County in Virginia... (Hanover, Va: 1759).
19 For a discussion on the just and holy war traditions, see Endy, “Just War, Holy War, and 
Millennialism in Revolutionary America,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3-25.
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against Quaker pacifism. He argued that God makes war when it is just, and Finley 
chastised those “who for conscience sake would deliver us up and our civil and religious 
rights to the hands o f our enemies.” If  the colonies did not answer this call, they would 
suffer further from God’s wrath. Ministers emphasized this point by drawing upon 
biblical history and the curse that God placed upon his inhabitants o f Meroz (Judges 
5:23) for refusing to take up arms for the defense of their country: “Curse ye Meroz, said 
the angel o f the Lord, curse ye bitterly the inhabitants thereof; because they came not to 
the help of the Lord, to the help of the Lord against the mighty.”20 The war thus became 
a “righteous war” or a “good cause.” Although the Lord was using the papist French as 
his instruments to impose his judgment on the sinful colonies, the French were still the 
enemies of true religion and God was testing the colonies to see if they would 
righteously fight in Christ’s army against Satan and their own sin.
Yet repenting and taking up the Lord’s cause did not guarantee that God would 
spare the colonies from destruction. Although the ministers often referred to the 
Israelites and compared their situation to incidents in Old Testament history, the clergy 
did not rely on a covenanted relationship with God to assure the colonists that he would 
spare them from sin because they were his chosen people. James Cogswell, when 
drawing a parallel between the biblical Israelites and the colonies, emphasized the 
difference and claimed that “God wrought miracles for people of Old but these have long 
since ceased in the Christian Church and God has given us no reason to look for them 
now.” Instead, Cogswell implored the colonists to “depend on God for his Providential
20 Sermons evoking this curse were Finley’s Curse o f  Meroz and Davies’s Curse o f Cowardice. 
For more information on the ministers’ use of the Curse of Meroz in colonial history, see Alan
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appearance for us against our enemies, sensible that he superintends and rules over all 
second causes and without him all endeavors would be fruitless and in vain.”21 Similarly, 
John Cotton in 1757 reasoned that while God had bestowed many blessings upon “ Old 
England and New,” the colonists presently must look “to Heaven for mercy,” that their 
prayers may become a “Spark of Light in the Midst o f Darkness, and give Ground to 
hope that God will not wholly leave us.” All Cotton and the other ministers could offer 
was “hope.”
Instead of relying on the covenant to console the colonies, these ministers asked 
the colonies to trust in the Lord’s Providence, which, in contrast to the covenant, was 
God’s protection for all individuals and nations, not just those who were his chosen. To 
emphasize the importance of divine Providence, the clergy proclaimed that military skill 
was secondary and “Victory and Safety [were] no certain Attendants” on the result. The 
outcome was in “God’s hands,” and the colonies needed to be ready for further “war, 
pestilence, famine” since the “will o f the Lord must and shall take place.” Their “duty,”
Heimerf s Religion and the American Mind : From the Great Awakening to the Revolution 
(Cambridge, Mass.: 1966), 323-334.
21 James Cogswell, God the Pious Soldier’s Strength... (Boston, 1757), 19.Scholars such as 
Sacvan Bercovich and Harry Stout argue that although the clergy used the jeremiad sermons to 
make the colonists recognize their sins and repent, the ministers also assured the colonists that 
God would deliver them if they repented because they—the colonists—were God’s covenant 
people like the Israelites of Old. Other historians, however, more convincingly discuss the 
complexities of the ministers’ use of “covenant” within the sermons. As Christopher Grasso 
argues, “The covenant they mentioned... is in most cases more accurately understood as God’s 
covenant promise to all Christian churches, including those in New England, rather than God’s 
public covenant with New England society at large.” While the clergymen asserted that 
repentance and a pure moral heart were necessary for deliverance, they did not claim that these 
behaviors would spare them from God’s wrath. See Bercovich, American Jeremiad; Harry S. 
Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England 
(New York, 1986); and Christopher Grasso, A Speaking Aristocracy: Transforming Public 
Discourse in Eighteenth-Century Connecticut (Chapel Hill: 1999), 67.
22 Cotton, Duty and Safety, 17, 19.
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aside from repenting and taking up his cause, was to be “ready” and “resigned” to God’s 
will.23
While the majority o f sermons at the beginning o f the war discussed apocalyptic 
dimensions, these orations primarily framed the dimensions o f the crisis as a judgment 
against the colonies. During even the most turbulent times of the war, many of the 
clergymen might have envisioned the dawning of the Millennium to provide a glimpse of 
hope for their listeners, but the focus was on doomsday.24 There were some exceptions. 
In 1756, Samuel Davies briefly departed from his fast day sermons to envision the 
Millennium and the transformation o f all earthly kingdoms into the “kingdoms o f  our 
Lord and o f  his Christ”: “These commotions and perturbations have...carried my 
thoughts o f late into a serene and peaceful region, beyond the reach of confusion and 
violence: I mean the kingdom of the Prince of Peace.” Yet two years later, Davies’s 
focus was not on millennial visions but the “various and numberless sins under which our 
country groans.”25 Judgment and doomsday therefore loomed in the minds of most
23 According to Scripture, God controls and guides all events in history. Providence refers to 
God’s protection and saving grace for his creation and his intervention in human affairs. The 
covenant, on the other hand, stipulates blessings and curses for God’s chosen, depending on their 
faithfulness to their covenant with God. Wigglesworth, The Blessedness, 27; Mellen, A Sermon 
Delivered, 20.
24 Hatch claims that the “apocalyptic dimensions of the war were pronounced in the minds of the 
clergy,” but does not delve deeply enough into the apocalyptic pessimism of the war. Many of the 
fast day sermons did not shift to an optimistic vision of the war until the fall of Quebec. Even 
though fighting the French became the cause of God, judgment still loomed in the minds of the 
clergymen. Similarly, Bloch also argues, “even in the gloomiest time of the war,” ministers 
provided “hopeful millennial expectations.” Yet she places too much emphasis on these hopeful 
remarks. Many of the clergymen’s sermons envisioned the dawn of the Millennium, but they did 
so to shed a glimmer of light in their sermons of doom and judgment. See Hatch, Sacred Cause, 
41 and Bloch, Visionary Republic, 39.
25 Samuel Davies, The Mediatorial Kingdom and Glories o f Jesus Christ in Ellis Sandoz ed., 
Political Sermons of the American Founding Era: 1730-1805 (Indianapolis: 1991), 205, 183; 
Davies, Curse o f Cowardice, 12.
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clergymen through the early defeats and victories of the war. Millennial references were 
wishful not certain.
After the fall o f Quebec in 1759, however, the message and tone o f the sermons
changed, revealing a shift in their interpretations of divine judgment. Instead o f focusing
on God’s judgment on the colonists, the ministers’ victory sermons proclaimed God’s
righteous judgment against the French:
And now, when a Popish Prince settled Canada with a People which bare the 
Image of the Beast, how visible is the Truth and Justice of the divine Proceedings 
in pouring this Vial of Wrath upon them! A Token of divine Anger which He has 
never as yet, put upon any of the Protestant Provinces in this Land. May this 
Mark of God’s Anger, which He has so visibly and distinguishingly put upon 
them, be considered as a Mark o f his Anger against the Principles and 
Corruptions o f the Church of Romel
Placing the struggle in the context o f sacred history, many clergymen claimed that God 
had favored the Protestant interest by pouring out his “vial o f wrath” upon the French 
and the papacy. Many of the sermons discuss God “defending his church” from his 
enemies, but they do so in the context of the universal Protestant Church rather than 
focusing on America as Christ’s Church. While Samuel Langdon praised God for 
favoring the Protestant cause in the fall o f Quebec, he reasoned that the victory “may be 
to secure this part of Christ’s visible Church.”26 America was special because it was
26 Nathaniel Appleton, A Sermon Preached October 9. Being a Day o f public Thanksgiving, 
occasioned by the Surrender o f  Montreal, and all Canada... (Boston, 1760), 26; Samuel 
Cooper, A Sermon Preached Before His Excellency... (1759), 52-53; Samuel Langdon, Joy and 
Gratitude to God for the Long Life o f  a good King, and the Conquest o f  Quebec... (Portsmouth,
1759), 43. Other sermons that mention how the colonists are not chosen people like the biblical 
Israelites, see Samuel Wigglesworth, God's Promise, 12; Cotton, Duty and Safety, and Samuel 
Dunbar, The Presence o f  God with his People, their only Safety and Happiness... (Boston,
1760) in Sandoz, ed. Political Sermons, 207-230.
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Protestant and part o f Christ’s Church rather than because the colonists were his 
“chosen people.”
By focusing on God’s wrath against the French and his salvation o f the colonies, 
the ministers’ rhetoric also drew upon millennial prophecies. In doing so, they shifted 
their focus from the apocalypse and doomsday to the scriptural promise o f millennial 
bliss. By manifesting his wrath against the Antichrist, God was “preparing the way for 
the final ruin o f that spiritual tyranny and mystery of inequity,” Babylon. The Seven 
Years’ War assured the ministers that “the time will shortly come,” and was “much 
nearer” than they imagined when Babylon would fall.27 Similarly, other sermons 
speculated about the “great and glorious Things” God might do for America and 
remarked that God was “changing the wilderness into a fruitful field.”28
Although many of the sermons discussed visions of American grandeur that 
included the prosperity o f “arts and sciences,” “husbandry,” and “trade and 
manufacturing,” their focus was also on the spread of the gospel: “May we hope that 
then under the Divine Favour we shall grow a much greater and mightier people than we 
now are; and that the true and pure Religion of our Lord Jesus Christ shall spread itself 
through the Land to the distant Parts thereof.”29 If the ministers described civil liberty 
and material prosperity diffusing across the country, they also saw the gospel spreading 
along with it.
Heightening the millennialism in the sermons was the circulation of millennial 
literature. One of the most widely-read millennial tracts published during the Seven
27 Langdon, Joy and Gratitude to God (1759), 42-43.
28 Appleton, A Sermon Preached (1760), 36.
29 Langdon, Joy and Gratitude to God (1759), 25; Appleton, A Sermon Preached... (1760), 36.
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Years’ War was Richard Clarke’s The Prophetic Numbers o f  Daniel and St. John 
Calculated. Published in 1759, it appeared in such places as Boston, Philadelphia, and 
Charleston. It contained predictions that Clarke made beginning in 1753 during his stay 
in South Carolina as a missionary for the Society for Propagation of the Gospel. In 
Prophetic Numbers, Clarke makes several historical predictions by analyzing various 
biblical dates. Decoding the biblical prophecies, Clarke predicted the years 1758 to 1766 
as the fulfillment of these prophecies.
Another popular millennial treatise that increased millennial expectation was 
Christopher Love’s Strange and Wonderful Predictions o f  Mr. Christopher Love, which 
also appeared in 1759. Love was a seventeenth-century English Presbyterian minister 
who was executed under Cromwell’s regime. According to popular folklore, Love was 
said to have received divine visions about the future before his execution. These visions 
predicted earthquakes in the mid-1750s, wars in Germany and America in 1757, and 
divine wrath in 1759 (table 1). His reputation as a martyr, combined with the strange 
accuracy these predictions had when compared to the events of the 1750s, furthered the 
ministers’ millennial speculations.30
30 Richard Clarke, The Prophetic Numbers o f Daniel and John Calculated (Philadelphia, 1759) 
and [Christopher Love] The Strange and Wonderful Predictions o f Christopher Love (Boston, 
1759). Bloch and Davidson discuss the dissemination of these prophecies in America. See Bloch, 
Visionary Republic, 22-23, and Davidson, Logic o f Millennial Thought, 200.
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Table 1. The Strange and Wonderful Prophecies o f  Mr. Christopher Love
Prediction Year
Great Earthquakes and Commotions by Sea and Land, in the Year o f Our Lord 1756
Great Wars in Germany and America, in 1757
Destruction o f Popery, or Babyioms fall, in 1758
The Anger of God against the Wicked, in 1759
God will be known, in 1760
This will produce a great man; the Stars will wander, and the Moon appears as 
Blood, in
1761
Africa, Asia, and America will tremble, in 1762
A great Earthquake over all the World, in
God will be universally known by all in general, and a Reformation and Peace 
forever, when People shall learn War no more. Happy is the Man that liveth to 
see this day.
1763
While the victory sermons replaced the apocalyptic focus of the early war with
millennial speculations, they did not abandon discussions of sin and judgment. The
ministers portrayed a hopeful outlook after 1759, but they also mentioned the dangers of 
not attributing these successes to God and giving him gratitude. It would have been the 
“height of impiety not to regard the work of the Lord and operation of his hand.” If the
25
colonists grew careless, God may have “Occasion to upbraid” them for their ingratitude 
“as he did his People of old.” God deserved “fear as well as praise.”31
In addition to preaching about loyalty and gratitude to God, the victory sermons 
also discussed a greater affinity for Great Britain. Samuel Langdon praised Britain for 
aiding the colonies during the war, remarking that England’s “authority is obeyed with 
pleasure, with the firmest loyalty, while they adhere to the constitution and love their 
subjects.”32 Looking back on the history o f the empire and God’s favor shown to it, the 
ministers glorified Britain’s past to envision greater achievements for the future. 
Recounting how God delivered England, helping her to withstand “the chains of popery” 
as one of the “first among the reformed nations” and caring for the American forefathers 
who planted the seeds of the God’s true religion in the wilderness, many of the ministers 
pondered what other “great and glorious Things God” might “bring forward in the 
World: and in this new World of America in particular.” In turn, many clergymen began 
stepping outside o f their parochialism to see the bonds unifying the colonies.33
Although the clergymen at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War touted Britain 
for her loyalty to the colonies, they soon began to question Britain’s intentions. On the 
heels o f the war came a controversy over an American bishop that roused the passions of 
the ministers and politicians. As a result, the clergymen and political leaders, who 
discussed the dangers an American bishop posed to them both spiritually and politically,
31 Appleton, A Sermon Preached (1760), 32-33.
32 Langdon, Joy and Gratitude (1760), 22.
33 Ibid., 41, 23; Appleton, A Sermon Preached (1760), 36. Fred Anderson discusses the unifying 
effect that the Seven Years’ War had for the colonies in A People’s Army. While some of the 
sermons discussed the colonies in general when referring to the war, some also still carried a 
regional tone. Samuel Langdon’s Joy and Gratitude, for example, discusses the victory as the 
“cry of New England” being heard by God. See Joy and Gratitude, 40.
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began combining constitutional rhetoric with an eschatological understanding of conflict. 
This understanding became crucial in the mid-1760s as the British began to implement a 
series o f policies geared toward exerting more control over America and raising revenue 
to pay for the overwhelming expenses the mother country incurred during the last war.
Many Presbyterian and Congregational clergymen in the colonies had been 
suspicious for decades of the Church of England’s efforts to unite the colonies under the 
Anglican Church. These fears erupted in 1763 as British plans to send a bishop to 
America became more of a reality. Some newly-formed Episcopal societies and Anglican 
leaders had assembled to discuss petitioning the British government for a bishop. 
Congregationalist minister Jonathan Mayhew led the charge in this debate and exposed 
these plans as part o f an elaborate conspiracy to usurp the religious and civil liberties of 
the colonists and reduce them to a state of slavery.34
For Mayhew and other clergymen, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
was playing a key role in this secret operation. Although this missionary society formed 
in 1701 to bring the Gospel to the Indians, by 1763, it was establishing missions in places 
such as Cambridge, Massachusetts, which Indians had not occupied since the early 
seventeenth-century. Mayhew reasoned that these missionaries were “False Brethren... 
who came in privily to spy out our liberty which we have in Jesus Christ” and, by doing 
so, bring the colonies into a “bondage.” Linking these facts to efforts to establish an 
American bishop, Mayhew claimed that the Society was “carrying on the crusade, or
34 Bernard Bailyn brilliantly discusses the Episcopacy controversy as planting the seeds for the 
belief that a conspiracy to usurp the colonists’ liberties was forming in Britain. Bernard Bailyn, 
Ideological Origins o f the American Revolution (Cambridge, 1992). For a detailed analysis of 
the controversy, see Carl Bridenbaugh’s Mitre and Sceptre: Transatlantic Faiths, Ideas,
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spiritual siege of our churches, with the hope that they will one day submit to an 
episcopal sovereign.”35
This opposition to a bishop reveals the religious and political anxieties o f the 
dissenting Protestant clergy. Radical English Protestants since the seventeenth century 
had associated bishops with tyranny. Building upon this belief, many clergymen feared 
that succumbing to an episcopal sovereign in America would destroy the civil and 
religious liberties that their forefathers had fought so hard to preserve when they fled 
from England during the Stuarts’ reigns. In turn, this controversy brought this Popish- 
Stuart threat to the forefront o f the political realm. Writing about the conflict, John 
Adams argued that the plan to establish a bishop in the colonies was a “desire for 
dominion.” “Let the pulpit resound with the doctrines and sentiments o f religious 
liberty,” he declared, “Let us hear the danger of thralldom to our consciences... from 
civil and political slavery.” As in the Seven Years’ War, the religious and political 
rhetoric about spiritual and temporal bondage reinforced each other to heighten the 
dangers o f this British conspiracy.36
Feeding these suspicions of a British conspiracy were parliamentary taxation 
policies. The Seven Years’ War had created an enormous debt for the British 
government, and, to help pay for it, Parliament taxed the colonies. The Stamp Act was 
one of the first of these taxes. In 1765, British Prime Minister George Grenville created a
Personalities, and Politics (New York, 1962) and Patricia Bonomi’s Under the Cope o f Heaven: 
Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America (New York, 1986).
35 Jonathan Mayhew, Observations on the Charter and Conduct o f  the Society for the 
Propagation o f the Gospel in Foreign Parts: Designed to Shew their Non-conformity to each 
other... (Boston, 1763),
36 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 96-98; Bridenbaugh, Mitre and Sceptre, 225; Charles Francis 
Adams, ed., The Works o f  John Adams... 10 vols. (Freeport, 1969), III, 448, 450.
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stamp tax on printed materials, such as legal documents, licenses, commercial contracts, 
newspapers, pamphlets, and playing cards. As news of the tax spread in the colonies, the 
dangers the act evoked roused some preachers to interpret the crisis in an eschatological 
framework.
Overall, most ministers were timid in their response. They did not want to 
criticize the parliamentary tax. Some, however, delivered fast day sermons to describe 
the “calamities impending” as the “heaviest the church and inhabitants have ever felt.” 
Like their rhetoric in the Seven Years’ War, their focus was on doomsday and slavery. 
Stephen Johnson, a New Divinity preacher in Lyme, Massachusetts, delivered a sermon 
in December 1765 that was one of the most fervent initial responses from the American 
pulpit. In this sermon, he drew upon religion and politics to argue that the tax 
“threatened no less than slavery and ruin” to America.37 After recounting the evils of 
“arbitrary power” their forefathers endured during “former Popish reigns,” Johnson 
concluded that tyranny and slavery banished all “piety, truth and virtue, religion,” and 
“humanity and righteousness.” Associating this tyranny with the papacy and Catholicism, 
Johnson remarked that a “corrupt Frenchified party” was developing in Britain to 
“enslave their fellow subjects” and claimed that “no obedience was due to them by the 
law of God.” But Johnson was not advocating independence and insisted that he and 
political opponents of the tax had “every motive of affection and loyalty, of virtue and
37 Stephen Johnson, Some Important Observations, Occasioned by and Adapted to, the Publick 
Fast... (Newport, 1766), 3. Ruth Bloch and Harry Stout rightly contend that the ministers were 
timid about responding openly to the Stamp Act crisis. Carl Bridenbaugh, however, by quoting 
Joseph Harrison, suggests that the ministers were “chief Instruments in promoting and spiriting 
up the People.” In analyzing the ministers’ role, Bridenbaugh concentrates largely on the 
clergymen’s correspondence rather than their public sermons. This choice in sources provides
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religion, and o f duty and interest, to bind and continue the connection with Great 
Britain.”38
Johnson’s audacious comments about the tax were unusual compared to other 
ministers who only stepped into the pulpit to condemn the tax after Parliament repealed 
it. Reflecting on the conflict, some ministers provided a Manichaean framework to 
understand the crisis, juxtaposing tyranny and slavery with liberty. They portrayed the 
Stamp Act as a tyranny that had rendered an “eclipse” of their “darling sun o f liberty.”39 
In some of these sermons, the ministers engaged in constitutional arguments to illustrate 
the tyranny the tax represented. Yet even some of these preachers used this political 
rhetoric almost apologetically. Jonathan Mayhew, in one of the most famous sermons on 
the Stamp Act, declared the “impropriety o f minutely discussing points” of politics in the 
pulpit and humbly sought to contain himself to the “sacred oracles” and “dictates of 
sober reason” to discuss the conflict. Nevertheless, he drew upon political rhetoric to 
suggest that the act was “unconstitutional” because it took the “fruit” o f their “labour 
and industry... without their consent.”40
In addition, Mayhew and other clergymen also mentioned former British Prime 
Minister William Pitt’s speech to Parliament in which Pitt proclaimed the “injustice” of 
the Stamp Act. For, as Pitt concluded, if America fell, she “would embrace the pillars of 
state, and pull down the constitution along with her.” Building upon Pitt’s logic, Boston
support for the claim that the ministers overall were timid about publicly addressing the issue.
See Bloch, Visionary Republic; Stout, New England Soul, and Bridenbaugh, Mitre and Skeptre.
38 Ibid., 8 ,21 ,20 .
39 Elisha Fish, Joy and Gladness. A Thanksgiving Discourse Preached in Upton... Occasioned 
by the Repeal o f  the Stamp-Act... (Providence, 1767), 10.
40 Jonathan Mayhew, The Snare Broken: A Thanksgiving Discourse Preached... Occasioned by 
the Repeal o f  the Stamp Act (Boston, 1766) in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 241, 245.
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clergyman Joseph Emerson deduced that “if the constitution is gone, 4tis a meer trifle 
whether one of the house o f Hanover or of Stuart, whether Englishman or Frenchman 
hold the sceptre.” Britain and America were so connected in the minds of many 
clergymen that the mere thought o f corruption in one part of the Empire heightened the 
danger at hand. If  a “Frenchified” party were gaining power in Britain, it would surely 
spread its corruption to the colonies. If  Britain then succeeded in enslaving her fellow 
subjects, she would be no better than tyranny the papist French embraced.41
Aside from these alarms, the concern that “the fear o f man and the fury of the 
oppression” would replace “the fear o f God” also gravely alarmed many clergymen. If 
this occurred, the Protestant religion would “degenerate into empty forms, hypocrisy and 
superstition.” Without religion, the colonies would become “slaves to sin.” The mere 
thought of this horror compelled some ministers to “rejoice that America had resisted.”42
Even though some ministers discussed the injustice of the Stamp Act, claiming 
that it opened a “wide door to tyranny and oppression,” they also reasoned that the 
colonies deserved this suffering. As they did in the Seven Years’ War, many of the 
clergymen saw the Stamp Act as a punishment from God. Explaining the crisis, Joseph 
Emerson, referring to Pitt’s resignation and Grenville’s rise to power, asserted that God 
had caused a change of ministry in Britain because of the colonists’ “ingratitude to that 
God who had fought our battles for us.” Similarly, Stephen Johnson quickly concluded 
before the repeal of the Stamp Act that “it is a great judgment from God upon a nation, 
when suffered to fall into very hurtful measures, which impoverish and tend to the
41 Mayhew, Snare Broken, 250; Joseph Emerson, A Thanksgiving-Sermon preached at 
Pepperhill, July 24, 1766... on account o f  the Repeal o f  the Stamp Act (Boston, 1766), 15.
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slavery and ruin of a people.”43 While the ministers during the war had focused on the 
general immorality of the colonists, they emphasized the colonists’ impiety as the sin that 
had provoked the Stamp Act and God’s judgment.
When Parliament repealed the Stamp Act, many ministers who saw it as a sign of 
God’s judgment praised God for this great “deliverance from slavery.” They were quick 
to warn people of the dangers o f “robbing God of his glory, by ascribing too much to 
men, who are but instruments.” God had shown his mercy to the colonies; in return, the 
colonies were to praise God and to learn to “trust in God in all future distresses and 
difficulties.” He alone would keep them from tyranny and bless them with their civil and 
religious liberties.44
Overall, many clergymen provided only vague connections between tyranny and 
Satan. Jonathan Mayhew, for example, had declared that the Stamp Act threatened to 
destroy liberty and “leave that ugly hag slavery, the deformed child of Satan.” But 
Mayhew and others did not directly link the British ministry with Satan. Instead, many 
were more concerned that the tax would preoccupy men with temporal affairs, which 
would make them forsake God and become servants of sin and Satan.
While many ministers had been reluctant to provide publicly a religious 
understanding of the Stamp Act, many patriot leaders were not. Unlike the ministers, 
some radical laymen were quick to frame the conflict with apocalyptic interpretations 
and directly link the tyranny of the tax and the British ministry with Satan. Poems and 
songs proclaimed that Britain was conspiring with Satan to enslave the colonies in the
42 Johnson, Some Important Observations, 9; Mayhew, Snare Broken, in Sandoz, Political 
Sermons, 263; Emerson, .4 Thanksgiving Sermon, 16.
43 Emerson, A Thanksgiving Sermon, 9-10; Johnson, Some Important Observations, 36.
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devil’s domain. A popular satirical political cartoon circulated in the colonies portraying 
the members o f the British ministry as the minions of Satan. It showed Satan’s face 
peering out o f a boot, which was a pun on the Earl of Bute. Many colonists also hung 
these images o f the ministers from Liberty Trees during political processions.45
The Sons of Liberty, secret patriotic societies that had emerged in several cities 
during the crisis, led the charge against the Stamp Act by representing the tax as Satan’s 
instrument. On February 14, 1766 in Boston, the Sons of Liberty delivered a sermonic 
address at Liberty Tree in which they used references to the beasts in the book of 
Revelation to claim that monsters “in the shape of men” had emerged in England under 
the concealed identities o f the Earl o f Bute and George Grenville. Building upon this 
imagery, the Sons portrayed the Stamp Act as the “mark of the beast” and warned the 
colonists to resist this corruption: “I beseech you then to beware as good Christians, lest 
by touching any paper with this impression, you receive the mark of the beast, and 
become infamous in your country throughout all generations.” Their rhetorical style was 
significant. By emphasizing biblical imagery more than constitutional arguments to urge
44 Ibid., 33-34.
45 For popular songs and poems on the Stamp Act, see “Taxation of America; 1765,” in Songs 
and Ballads of the American Revolution. Frank Moore ed. (New York, 1855) 3-4; “Liberty and 
Property, and No Excise,” (Boston, 1765); “Oppression. A Poem by an American,” (New York, 
1765); and Thomas Plant’s “Joyful News for America: and the Downfall of the Stamp Act,” 
(Philadelphia, 1766). Beam, Christopher M. “Millennialism and American Nationalism, 1740- 
1800,” Journal o f Presbyterian History 54 (1976): 182-199, 183; Bloch, Visionary Republic, 
55; and Davidson, Logic, 237-8 all discuss the significance the Stamp Act had on the colonists’ 
eschatological ideology.
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resistance, the Sons of Liberty escalated the crisis to an eschatological realm and 
heightened the dangers o f the taxation.46
These associations of the British ministry with Satan also reveal the beginning of 
a significant shift in the colonists’ eschatological interpretations. Satan, whom the 
Protestants had long associated with tyranny and the papacy, now began to claim the 
souls o f the British ministry as well. This link fueled the idea that a “Frenchified” party 
was gaining influence in Parliament and corrupting the British government. Connecting 
the Stamp Act with the Anglican plot to establish a bishop in the colonies, John Adams 
concluded, “there seems to be a direct and formal design on foot, to enslave America.” 
Soon, according to Adams, unchecked power would become the “man of sin, the whore 
of Babylon.”47
The repeal of the Stamp Act in 1766 only temporarily soothed the colonists’ fears 
o f a British conspiracy. Soon after, Parliament passed other taxes and oppressive 
measures that fueled the belief that the papacy and the British government had allied to 
orchestrate this sinful corruption. More and more, the colonists received confirmation of 
their fears as additional British troops were stationed in the colonies, rumors of an 
Anglican bishop lingered, and threats of additional taxation increased. Each alarm called 
the to make sense o f the disorder and general peril that consumed the colonies.
46 Pro-Patria, A Discourse Addressed to the Sons o f  Liberty, A t a Solemn Assembly, near the 
Liberty Tree, in Boston, February 14, 1766 (Providence, 1766), 6. Bloch, Visionary Republic, 
53-55; Davidson, Logic, 238.
47 John Adams, A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law in Adams ed., The Works o f  John 
Adams (Freeport, 1969) III, 453, 463.
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CHAPTER II 
VISIONS OF GLORY
Word spread throughout the colonies in August 1767 about new British taxes 
proposed by Charles Townshend, Chancellor o f the Exchequer. Townshend’s 
measures imposed customs duties on colonial imports o f glass, red and white lead, 
paints, paper, and tea. Parliament sent commissioners to the colonies to administer the 
customs services and to ensure the collection of the taxes. Yet the commissioners’ 
timing was poor. They arrived on November 5, Pope’s Day. Protestants had 
traditionally celebrated this day to commemorate the discovery of the Gunpowder 
Plot, a Catholic plan in 1605 to blow up Parliament. During these processions, 
colonists, drawing on their association of Catholicism with Satan, burned effigies of 
the pope and the devil.1
In Boston, as the customs commissioners disembarked from their boat, crowds 
parading with effigies o f the devil and pope and signs reading “Liberty & Property & 
no Commissioners” greeted them. The Sons of Liberty, whose spirited resistance 
against the Stamp Act had been instrumental in its repeal, organized to terrorize the 
commissioners by appearing on “moonless nights with blackened faces and white 
nightcaps pulled low around their heads.” The Boston Gazette had added to the
1 For additional information on Pope’s Day celebrations, see Peter Shaw, American Patriots and 
the Rituals o f Revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 1981).
35
controversy by urging nonimportation, and the Massachusetts legislature circulated a 
letter to the other colonies urging them to resist the acts.2
John Dickinson, a representative in the Pennsylvania assembly, began 
published a series o f letters denouncing the Townshend acts in the Pennsylvania 
Chronicle from December 1767 to February 1768. These letters also circulated to the 
other colonies and were republished in almost every colonial newspaper. Under the 
pen name, “The Farmer,” Dickinson sought to appeal to husbandmen, planters, and 
farmers in the colonies. While his tone was mild compared to the riotous reactions of 
the Sons of Liberty, he nevertheless denounced the Townshend duties as 
unconstitutional taxes that “would reduce America, to a state o f slavery more 
deplorable and more ignominious than has ever been known in the world.” In letter 
after letter, Dickinson recounted historical incidents o f tyranny that usurped the 
freedoms of the people and destroyed nations, analyzed parliamentary rights and the 
implications of these duties, and exposed the dangers o f “submission.” This 
“experiment” to levy unconstitutional duties on the colonies, Dickinson warned, was 
“a direful foreteller of future calamities,” since it would be in Parliament’s power to 
“settle upon us any civil, ecclesiastical, or military establishment” they chose. It was 
not just civil tyranny that he feared but “ecclesiastical” as well. He therefore urged 
“every free state” to “incessantly watch, and instantly take alarm on any addition
2 Robert Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause: The American Revolution, 1763-1789 (New York, 
1982), 155; David Hackett Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride (New York, 1994), 22.
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being made to the power exercised over them” because “slavery is ever preceded by 
sleep.”3
Echoing Dickinson’s sentiments, John Zoachim Zubly, a Presbyterian minister 
in Savannah, Georgia, published anonymously a pamphlet opposing the Townshend 
acts. Zubly offered strong constitutional arguments against Parliament’s right to tax 
the colonies. Taxing the colonies when they are not represented in Parliament, Zubly 
explained, renders the colonial assemblies “useless in a moment” and might pave the 
way for Parliament to “lay every burden” upon the colonies. Zubly further speculated 
that “all their civil and religious liberties, for which their forefathers went into this 
wilderness, and, under the smiles of heaven, turned it into a garden, will, or may be at 
an end at once.” Seeking to preserve these liberties, Zubly concluded his argument by 
pleading, “O Britons! To consider, and in considering” these measures, “think on your 
ancestors and your prosperity.”4
Britain answered Zubly’s appeal and the colonies’ defiance by sending more 
troops to America. This show of force, combined with the threat o f further 
parliamentary policies, fueled alarm in the colonies. Seeing the “dark and threatening 
clouds” hanging over the nation, some ministers continued to deliver jeremiad sermons
3 The Farmer ’s and Monitor’s Letters to the Inhabitants o f the British Colonies. Virginia 
Independence Bicentennial Edition (Richmond, 1969), Preface iii; Letter XI, 51; Letter X, 39; 
Letter XI, 48; Letter XII, 54. For additional information on John Dickinson, see David L. 
Jacobson, John Dickinson and the Revolution in Pennsylvania, 1764-1766. (Los Angeles,
1965). Gordon Wood and Bernard Bailyn discuss how Dickinson’s language in the Farmer’s 
Letters tied into the general feeling among the colonists that the British were conspiring to 
usurp their liberties. See Wood, Rhetoric and Reality in the American Revolution,” in In Search 
of Early America: The William & Mary Quarterly, 1943-1993. (Richmond, 1993): 54-77, 65; 
Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 145.
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and painted a pessimistic view of the future, looking back on their glorious past and 
pious ancestors. Some sermons discussed Britain’s and America’s past to recount God’s 
great deliverance in countless perilous situations, mourning their current oppression by 
sacralizing the liberty o f their forefathers: “Let us lament the crying sins o f the present 
day. America was fought at first and settled, as an asylum for liberty civil and 
religious.”5
Fearing that God would abandon the colonies because o f their sins and impiety, 
the ministers urged them to repent and turn to God to secure in the future the 
deliverance they had enjoyed in the past. Nathaniel Appleton, a clergyman in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, warned the colonists that if God left them, they “would be 
likely to commit some fatal mistake” in their “public affairs.” He therefore concluded, 
“whilst we are struggling for Liberty, we shall be in danger of fastening some chains of 
slavery upon us and our prosperity.”6 By reinforcing the horrors o f spiritual and 
temporal bondage, Appleton and other ministers urged the colonists to recognize their 
perils as divine judgments and turn to God for mercy.
Although some ministers portrayed a dismal view of the crisis and urged the 
colonists to repent, they also engaged in constitutional arguments to discuss the 
injustice o f the British policies. Several o f the sermons claimed that liberty was a God- 
given right. They drew upon biblical passages to argue that the British attempts to tax
4 [John Zoachim Zubly] An Humble Enquiry into... the Right o f Parliament to lay Taxes... in 
Sandoz, Political Sermons, 291-92, 298-99.
5 Nathaniel Appleton, The Right Method o f  Addressing Divine Majesty in Prayer... (Boston, 
1770), 30; Judah Champion, A Brief View o f  the Distresses, Hardships and Dangers...
(Hartford, 1770), 43. For other sermons that review Britain’s and the colonies’ past, see Amos 
Adams, A Concise, Historical view o f the perils, hardships, difficulties and discouragements 
which have attended... (Boston, 1769)
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the colonies without parliamentary representation contradicted their charter rights and 
the laws of God. While they recognized the scriptural command to “render unto Caesar 
the things which are Caesar’s,” the ministers also held that if a ruler “demands not only 
his rights but the rights and liberties o f his subjects” then the biblical text obligates 
Christians to obey God before their civil ruler. Analyzing the Book of Romans, some 
clergymen deduced that “common tyrants, and public oppressors, are not entitled to 
obedience from their subjects” if they do not “rule for the good of society.” I f  the 
British government continued to usurp the colonists’ liberties, some ministers claimed, 
Scripture and natural law obligated the colonists to resist bondage and seek God, for 
“where the spirit of the Lord is there is Liberty.”
Not all ministers, however, engaged in constitutional arguments in sermons 
about liberty. On October 9, 1769, Hugh Alison, a Presbyterian minister in Charleston, 
South Carolina, although mentioning the corruption in the British government, 
beseeched the colonists to secure their spiritual liberty and not become “alarmed at 
every encroachment” upon their “civil liberties.” Reasoning that these current 
oppressions were turning the colonists’ attention away from God, Alison emphasized 
that eternal salvation was of “infinitely greater importance” than temporal concerns: 
“When administration makes an attack upon your civil liberty, your resentment is 
presently roused, and every means exerted to frustrate their designs... [M]uch more
6 Appleton, Right Method, 34.
7 Matthew 22:21; Stephen Johnson, Some Important Observations, 5. Samuel Sherwood, 
Jonathan Zubly, Isaac Backus, and Gad Hitchcock are examples of ministers who engaged 
provided religious and political arguments against the injustice of the British polices. See 
Samuel Sherwood, Scriptural Instructions to Civil Rulers... (New Haven, 1774); John Joachim 
Zubly, An Humble Inquiry... (Savannah, 1769); Isaac Backus, An Appeal to the Public for 
Religious Liberty... (Boston, 1773); and Gad Hitchcock, An Election Sermon... (1774).
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should you adopt another economy and industry, as absolutely necessary in order to 
defeat the empire of sin in your souls and to promote your own salvation.” Though the 
“devil and his infernal ministers” continued to impose taxes, Alison urged the colonies 
to resist becoming slaves to sin and focus on the solemn day o f eternal judgment.8
In contrast to Alison, an unnamed minister in South Carolina urged a society of 
planters to support nonimportation measures as a means o f securing spiritual liberty. 
Reasoning that “the same causes produce the same effects in the moral as well as 
material World,” he claimed that “vice” would “pull down the vengeance of Heaven,” 
as it did with other people who had lost their liberty, unless the colonists repented. This 
preacher believed there was a spiritual efficacy that would emerge from this resistance, 
claiming that resolving to “avoid Extravagance, to promote Economy, and encourage 
Industry” would serve both “private and public good” and lead to a moral and religious 
reformation. The “virtue” gained from this freedom from sinful luxury and oppression 
would allow the Kingdom o f Christ to flourish. This interpretation along with the other 
ministers discussions of liberty reveal the considerable diversity in the understanding of 
the relationship between spiritual and civil liberty.9
Leading the charge against importation, Boston felt under siege. The city’s open 
defiance of the parliamentary policies forced Britain to concentrate troops in Boston to 
suppress rioting and protest. The presence of troops, however, only served to increase
8 Hugh Alison, Spiritual Liberty...(Charleston, 1769), 6-7, 20.
9 A Sermon Preached at the Anniversary Meeting o f the Planter’s Society (Charleston, S.C., 
1769), 13, 10. Perhaps regional differences offers one explanation for Alison’s views on 
temporal events. When discussing Whitefield’s itinerant preaching, Harry Stout notes that 
Whitefield noticed only “little resistance to England in the South” which “grew progressively 
more radical as he moved north.” See Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the 
Rise o f Modern Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 1991), 274.
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the violence in the city. On the night o f March 5, 1770, tensions erupted when soldiers 
shot at and killed five townsmen who had been tormenting the troops. Days after the 
incident, Boston minister John Lathrop preached a vehement sermon on the brutality of 
the massacre. Lamenting that “innocent blood” was “crying to God from the Streets of 
Boston,” Lathrop compared the shooting to the biblical murder o f Abel by his brother 
Cain. Referencing God’s condemnation o f Cain, Lathrop denounced the Boston killings 
and the British soldiers who had killed their own brethren: “The voice of thy brother’s 
blood crieth unto me from the ground.” He further portrayed the shootings as the 
“merciless rage of wicked men.” The Boston Massacre revealed the overall corruption 
that was consuming the British government, and he criticized the civil magistrate for 
quartering troops in a “well-regulated city.” In turn, he concluded, if the “essential parts 
o f any system o f civil government” were “inconsistent with the general good,” then the 
people should create a “new government... by which the public weal shall be more 
effectually secured.”10
Some ministers who did not publicly address the brutality o f the massacres 
discussed the incident behind the scenes. In a letter to former Massachusetts governor 
Thomas Pownall, Congregational clergyman Samuel Cooper portrayed the massacre as
10 Genesis 3:10. John Lathrop, Innocent Blood Crying to God from the Streets of 
Boston... (Boston, 1771), 6, 7, 15, 16. For more information on the Boston Massacre, see Hiller 
B. Zobel, The Boston Massacre (New York, 1970), 180-205; Stout, New England Soul, 271-5; 
Middlekauff, Glorious Cause, 203-7; and Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride, 23-5. Barnet Baskerville 
discusses the massacre orations in The People’s Voice: The Orator in American Society 
(Lexington, KY: 1979). As Stout has noted, the Boston Massacre was relatively mild in 
violence, but “assumed vast symbolic proportions” in a “culture attuned to portents and signs.” 
Years later, Thomas Paine commented on the massacre and portrayed the innocent Boston 
victims as martyrs: “And again, though the blood of martyrs and patriots had not streamed on 
the scaffolds, it streamed in the streets, in the massacre of the inhabitants of Boston, by the 
British soldiery in the year 1770.” See Stout, New England Soul, 271; Thomas Paine to Abbe
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a “shocking and unexampled Scene o f Barbarity.” After a Boston court acquitted the 
British soldiers o f the murders, Cooper commented to Benjamin Franklin, who was in 
England serving as a representative of the colonies, that he hoped the outcome of the 
trials had not “altered the Opinion of the People in General o f that tragical scene.” 
Explaining further the implications o f the acquittal, Cooper remarked: “These trials 
must, one would think, wipe off the Imputation of our being so violent and blood thirsty 
a People as not to permit Law and Justice to take place on the Side o f unpopular 
Men!”11 In merely a sentence, Cooper simultaneously proclaimed the injustice o f the 
British soldiers’ action and upheld the righteousness of the Bostonians as the innocent 
victims o f oppression.
In the aftermath of the Boston Massacre, Parliament repealed the Townshend 
duties, with the exception of the tax on tea. On May 10, 1773, Parliament passed the 
Tea Act, which allowed that East India Company to export tea directly to North 
America without paying British duties but subjecting the American colonies to a three 
pence per pound tax. Parliament believed that since the tax was so small, the colonies 
would accept it. Yet it again miscalculated. Philadelphia took the lead in opposing the 
act by passing resolves condemning the tax as a “ministerial plan” to “induce arbitrary 
government and slavery” in the colonies. Following these actions, the Sons of Liberty 
in New York claimed that the tax was another “test o f  the parliamentary right to tax”
Raynal, 1781, in The Complete Writings o f Thomas Paine, 2v. ed. Philip S. Foner 2 vols. (New 
York, 1945), 2:219.
11 “Samuel Cooper to Thomas Pownell,” November 14, 1771, American Historical Review 8 
(1902), 325. Quoted in Charles W. Akers, The Divine Politician: Samuel Cooper and the 
American Revolution in Boston (Boston, 1982), 105. For more information on Cooper’s reaction 
to the Boston Massacre, see Akers, Divine Politician, 101-105. Donald Weber discusses
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the colonies. The British, they explained, “determined” in their “scheme” was sending 
ships of tea to the colonies to “make an important trial o f our virtue.” And if the British 
succeeded in selling this tea, the Sons proclaimed that the colonies would “bid adieu to 
American liberty” and leave the legacy o f “slavery” to their prosperity.12
In the pulpit, many ministers heightened this political language by infusing 
constitutional arguments with religious meaning. Connecticut Congregational minister 
Israel Holly responded to the growing calamities by equating Britain’s “despotic 
power” with “popery.” While temporal property was at the “disposal o f arbitrary 
power,” he reasoned, “conscious bound by Popish chains, which when thoroughly 
fastened” would destroy religion in the colonies and leave the “superstitions and 
damnable heresies and idolatries of the church of Rome.” Looking beyond the threat of 
temporal slavery, Holly heightened the dangers o f British oppression by explaining the 
spiritual “chains” that Britain sought to impose on the colonies. Referring to the Boston 
Tea Party, which dumped tea in the Boston harbor that Britain sent after the Tea Act, 
and the “sad and woeful” state of the colonies, he condoned the destruction of property 
in Boston and claimed that these actions were “nothing but pure necessity.” For the 
colonies must preserve their threatened rights and “be willing to sacrifice much of their 
private interest for the sake of the public good.” Resistance and nonimportation were
Cooper’s role in the Revolution in general in Rhetoric and History in Revolutionary New 
England (New York, 1988), 113-32.
12 New York Sons of Liberty, Thwarting the “Diabolical Project o f  Enslaving America”: “The 
Association and Resolves o f  the New York Sons o f  Liberty” (December 15, 1773) in Colonies to 
Nation, 1763-1789: A Documentary History o f  the American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene 
(New York, 1975), 198-200: 199; Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause, 222-29.
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thus ways to break free o f sins through “righteousness” and to escape the “national or 
eternal destruction” with which God was threatening the colonies.13
In a concerted effort to make the colonists conform to British policies, 
Parliament passed the Coercive Acts in March 1774, a series o f laws designed to punish 
Massachusetts and make it an example for other rebellious colonies. Yet Parliament 
unveiled its decisive blow to the colonies in June 1774 with the passage o f the Quebec 
Act. This act provided freedom o f worship and legal and political rights for the French 
in Quebec and extended its boundaries to include western territories that colonial 
governments had previously claimed. In short, it tolerated Catholicism. Britain had long 
considered making these adjustments to Quebec’s government and intended this act to 
be separate from the policies regulating the thirteen colonies to the south. But like many 
o f the other British policies, the timing and planning were poor. For many clergymen, 
the remaining piece of Britain’s elaborate plan to enslave the colonies fell into place 
with the passage o f the Quebec Act. Poking his head from behind the curtain, Satan 
unveiled himself as the grand conductor of this elaborate plot.14
Responding to these new British policies, many Protestant ministers were 
certain that there was a “settled fix’d plan for inslaving the colonies,” since it was clear 
that Britain expanded Catholicism in Canada to “serve political purposes.” Connecticut 
Congregational minister Ebenezer Baldwin reasoned that with the Quebec Act,
13 Israel Holly, God Brings About His Holy and Wise Purpose... (Hartford, 1774), 21-22, 19,
20 .
14 The Coercive Acts included the Boston Port Act, which closed the port of Boston to trade; the 
Massachusetts Government Act, which revoked the colony's charter and forbade town meetings; 
the Quartering Act, which required the colonists to provide billets for British soldiers; and the 
Impartial Administration of Justice Act, which removed British officials from the jurisdiction of 
Massachusetts courts.
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Parliament was claiming a “power to establish in America the same arbitrary 
government that takes place in France.” Baldwin claimed that to establish this system 
o f government, Britain must “introduce some different kind of Religion.” With the 
“indulgent Favour shewn to Popery, by establishing it in Canada,” Baldwin concluded, 
America had reason to fear “what [Britain’s] despotic Principles may lead them to.” For 
Catholicism was the “surest prop to tyranny and despotism.”15
Taking the implications of the Quebec Act even further, Baldwin’s Connecticut 
colleague Moses Mather asked: “Is not the king of Great Britain, the visible head of the 
Christian church in England? And by the Quebec Bill, is he not, as amply constituted the 
head of the romish church in Canada?” Linking the king to the papacy marked a 
significant change in the clergy’s interpretations of the British policies. Although 
Thomas Jefferson, a Virginia lawyer and representative to the Albemarle County House 
of Burgesses, also attacked the king in 1774, his charges were tamer than Mather’s. 
While Jefferson charged the king with a list of abuses and a “wanton exercise” of 
power, Mather heightened the danger of the king’s offenses by linking him with the 
papacy. This association tapped into the deep cultural fears of Catholicism that 
resonated with many colonists and intensified the crisis at hand.16
15 Ebenezer Baldwin, An Appendix; Stating the heavy Grievances the Colonies labour under 
from several late Acts... (New Haven, 1774) in Greene, ed. Colonies to Nation, 213; Samuel 
Langdon, Government Corrupted by Vice, and Recovered by Righteousness...(Watertown, 
Conn., 1775), 28; Ebenezer Baldwin, The Duty o f Rejoicing Under Calamities and Afflictions... 
(New York, 1776), 27. For other sermons that discuss the Quebec Act and the dangers of 
popery, see Peter Whitner, The Transgression of a Land Punished by a Multitude of Rulers... 
(Boston, 1774); Henry Cummings, A Sermon Preached at Billerica, on the 23rd o f November, 
1775... (Worchester, Mass., [1776]); [Moses Mather], An Appeal to an Impartial World... 
(Hartford, 1775) in Sandoz, Political Sermons; and Samuel Sherwood, The Church’s Flight into 
the Wilderness... (New York, 1776) in Sandoz, Political Sermons.
16 [Mather], America’s Appeal, in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 480; Thomas Jefferson, A 
Summary View o f the Rights o f British-America, " in Greene, Colonies to Nation, 227-38.
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Since the Stamp Act, many clergymen, political leaders, and laymen associated 
British ministers and not the king with the papacy and Satan. Pope’s Day processions 
had fostered analogies between Catholic attacks on Protestant liberty in 1605 and 
Parliament’s threats to colonial liberty in the 1760s and the early 1770s. Yet Mather’s 
comments suggest that this connection between the papacy and the British monarchy 
was more than mere speculation and fear. The Quebec Act was proof that the 
“Frenchified party” was influencing the monarchy as well. Mather was not advocating 
disobedience to the crown, “for the Americans have ever recognized his authority.” But 
the connection Mather drew between the king and the papacy signaled changes in the 
ministers’ eschatological understanding of the conflict that assumed increasing 
significance as resistance turned to revolution.17
Clergymen were not the only ones concerned about the Quebec Act. Like the 
Episcopacy controversy, the Quebec Act stirred anxieties among political leaders and 
laymen as well. Echoing Moses Mather’s rhetoric, Philadelphia Presbyterian layman 
Benjamin Rush spoke of “a pope in religion and a king in power” and viewed the act as 
a culmination o f attempts to abolish religious liberty. Paul Revere, a local craftsman and 
member of the Sons of Liberty, created a famous engraving on the Quebec Act that 
offered an expression of these fears and visual representation of the symbolic 
connection between the Satan and the British ministers, showing the devil hovering 
over three British ministers while four bishops dance around the Quebec Bill (Plate I). 
Philadelphia patriot Thomas Paine also advanced the connection between the papacy
17 [Mather], America’s Appeal in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 474.
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and political tyranny by claiming that “popery and French laws in Canada are but a part
•  18of that system of despotism, which has been prepared for the colonies.”
Plate I: Paul Revere, “The Mitred Minuet” (1774)
Religious and political language overlapped during this period, reinforcing each 
other as both laymen and clergymen sought to explain the imperial conflict and 
mobilize resistance to British tyranny. The very “idea of loosing civil and religious 
liberty at one stroke,” wrote a Virginia layman, “raised an enthusiastick spirit o f Love
18 L.H. Butterfield, Letters o f Benjamin Rush 2v. (Philadelphia, 1951), I, 265; Foner, Complete 
Writings of Thomas Paine, II, 49. “Mitred Minuet ” is reproduced from Peter D.G. Thomas, ed. 
The American Revolution: The English Satirical Print, 1600-1832. For other collections of 
revolutionary American prints, see Michael Wynn Jones, The Cartoon History o f the American 
Revolution (New York, 1975). New York political leader Alexander Hamilton discussed the 
dangers of the Quebec Act as well. He concluded that if Parliament “had been friends to the 
Protestant cause, they would never have provided such a nursery for its great enemy: They 
would not have given such an encouragement to popery.” Alexander Hamilton, A Full
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o f both as cannot be extinguished but with life itself.” As the imperial crisis made the 
dangers to religious and political liberty inseparable, the double meanings o f terms such 
as “liberty” and “tyranny” enhanced their rhetorical power. Both politics and religion 
had similar interpretations of tyranny’s danger to liberty. Political leaders, who were 
literate in the history o f ancient Greece and Rome, believed that government’s 
infringement on liberty inevitably led to slavery. Similarly, religious leaders, versed in 
biblical passages, discussed the threats that Satan’s continuous quest for worldly power 
had on Christian liberty.19
Portraying the conflict in Manichaean terms with Britain’s papist tyranny 
juxtaposed with the liberty of the righteous Protestants, many patriot ministers endowed 
the struggle with cosmic significance. British tyranny was not just a moral evil; it was 
part of Satan’s continual effort to gain power in the universe. Knowing that the devil 
had summoned the pope and the British government to orchestrate this plot, it became a 
sin not to resist his minions and their schemes.
Tensions mounted in early 1775 as many colonists believed that Britain was 
determined to ensnare the colonies in these designs. In and around Boston, militiamen 
trained and prepared to defend the colonies against British attack. General Gage, who 
was leading the British troops in Massachusetts, observed these plans and discovered
Vindication o f the Members of Congress... ( I l l  5) in The Papers o f Alexander Hamilton ed. 
Harold C. Syrett and Jacob E. Cooke (New York:, 1961), 69.
19 Thomas Adams to Thomas Hill, November 1774, in Virginia Magazine of History and 
Biography 23 (1915), 178. Many historians argue that the changing communication patterns, 
which emerged during the Great Awakenings’ evangelical revivals, provided a context for 
conveying republican ideas. See Harry S. Stout, “Religion, Communications, and the 
Ideological Origins of the American Revolution,” William & Mary Quarterly 34 (1977): 519- 
541; Rhys Isaac, The Transformation o f Virginia, 1740-1790. (Chapel Hill, 1982), and Bloch, 
Visionary Republic, 61-63.
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that the colony was storing ammunition and military supplies around Boston. With 
orders from Britain, Gage sent about seven hundred men to Concord on the night o f 
April 18 to confiscate these materials and to prevent any armed military insurrections 
by the colonies. Yet Gage’s plans leaked and Bostonians took alarm. Colonial 
militiamen were stationed at Lexington to await developments. As the British marched 
past these militiamen on the road toward Concord, British troops and colonial militia 
exchanged fire. Armed resistance had begun.20
After the battle o f Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts clergyman John 
Cleaveland interpreted these dramatic events in a letter to the Essex Gazette, renouncing 
all loyalty to Britain, bidding “adieu” to the monarchy and British government, and 
seeking to sever all ties with the mother country. By oppressing the colonies, he cried, 
Britain “dissolved [the colonist’s] allegiance to your Crown and Government.” In turn, 
he looked toward the dawning nation.21
As in the Seven Years’ War, many clergymen were instrumental to the soldiers 
responsible for taking up arms against papal tyranny. They accompanied men in the 
field to offer Sunday sermons, prayers and addresses on special occasions, and private 
consolation to those who were sick or dying. Nicknamed “pulpit drums,” these 
ministers strove “to regulate soldiers’ conduct and hearten them to battle.” In sermon 
after sermon, ministers drew on biblical passages to paint the war as “lawful” and to 
confirm the soldiers’ sacred duty of “self-defense, reasoning that “the law of self-
20 For descriptions of the battle at Lexington, see Middlekauff, Glorious Cause, 265-73; Allen 
French, The Day at Concord and Lexington (Boston, 1925), 68-102; and Hackett, Paul Revere’s 
Ride.
21 John Cleaveland, letters to the Essex Gazette, April 18, 1775; Alice M. Baldwin, The New 
England Clergy and the American Revolution (Durham, NC: 1928), 178-79.
49
defense, or right to preserve what is our own, until forfeited, is one of those unspoken 
foundations that cannot be destroyed.”22
In Pennsylvania, Presbyterian minister John Carmichael tried to stir militiamen 
to battle by expounding upon the law of self-defense. He reasoned that the colonists had 
tried “every lawful, peaceable means in our power” to resolve the dispute with the 
mother country. But the British “ministry were determined to cram disloyalty and 
disobedience down our throats.” Although Carmichael believed that the war was “a 
very great evil, and one of those sore judgments, by which a holy God punishes the 
world for sin,” he maintained that Britain was the guilty party in the dispute. Americans 
were guilty for many transgressions, but they were not guilty o f waging war; the British, 
“without any cause,” had set out to destroy “an innocent people.”23
At the start o f the Revolution, according to the patriot preachers, the gravest sin 
became not resisting a tyranny that was as bad as popery itself. By portraying the 
British as God’s enemies, many patriot ministers made it a moral duty for Americans to 
fight popery. In 1775, Presbyterian minister David Caldwell in North Carolina wrote a 
sermon condemning those, who for “lack of courage or firmness,” would allow the 
“chains o f slavery” to be “fastened upon us.” Not supporting the Revolution because of 
“cowardice or the love o f ease,” Caldwell proclaimed, “tamely surrendered all that was
22 Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War: The Continental Army and American 
Character, 1775-1783 (Chapel Hill, 1979), 163; Elisha Fish, A Discourse Delivered at 
Worcester... (Worcester, 1775), 8-9. Royster argues that “pulpit drum” was a slang term for the 
ministers and had several meanings, some derogatory. He explains that drums were stacked to 
make a platform for chaplains to stand on and preach. On the one hand, many soldiers felt that 
the sermons, like the drums, were aimed to regulate the soldiers conduct in battle. In a more 
complimentary light, the drums also sometimes had a harmonic sound that evoked a sense of 
emotion from the soldiers, fostering a spirit of patriotism. See Royster, A Revolutionary People, 
163.
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their own and all that should have been their children’s, into the hands of a popish 
minister or an infatuated senate.” A pivotal moment in history had arrived and the 
choice was clear: either “stoop under a load of the vilest slavery, or resist imperious and 
haughty oppressors.”24
Especially for soldiers taking up arms against the British, many ministers linked 
civil and religious liberty to characterize the battle as a way to achieve both national and 
personal spiritual redemption. Preaching to the militia, Anglican minister Jacob Duche 
assured each soldier, “if he suffers himself to be taken captive, slavery and woe must be 
his everlasting portion, but, if he comes off conqueror from the conflict, that the life, 
liberty and joys o f Heaven will be his everlasting reward.” By embracing liberty and 
fighting against papacy and sin, the soldiers would enjoy eternal life with God, 
regardless of the temporal trials they had to endure in the hands o f the enemy. Duche 
and many other patriot ministers therefore urged soldiers to “enlist under the banner 
[Christ’s] Cross” and fight as “men and as Christians” to achieve “a complete and final 
deliverance from the power o f that has oppressed” America. The most important 
“victory” the soldiers needed to gain was over sin and the “carnal self.” This spiritual 
armor was needed to resist the “wiles o f the Devil” in their hearts and on the field, for 
“it is in the man of piety that we may expect to find the uncorrupted patriot, the useful 
citizen, and the invincible soldier.” God was calling the colonists to war and if they
23 John Carmichael, A Self-Defensive War Lawful... (Lancaster, 1775), 711, 23.
24 David Caldwell, The Character and Doom of the Sluggard, in Robert M. Calhoon, Religion 
and the American Revolution in North Carolina (Raleigh, N.C., 1976), 14-16. For more 
information on Caldwell, see Eli W. Caruthers, A Sketch o f the Life and Character o f David 
Caldwell (Greensboro, NC: 1842).
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were “good soldiers o f Jesus Christ” and battled “the flesh and the devil,” God might 
bring redemption to the nation and their souls.25
Although many ministers beseeched the colonists to rebel, some ministers hoped 
for reconciliation. In the first couple o f months after the battle o f Lexington and 
Concord, some ministers lamented the “awful dark cloud, pregnant with the horrors of 
civil war” that hung over the nation. After the Second Continental Congress, which met 
in Philadelphia on May 10, 1775 to establish a central government and to address the 
issue o f armed rebellion against Britain, some ministers affirmed loyalty to the king and 
hoped for a reconciliation. Jacob Duche echoed Congress’ sentiments and longed to 
return to an idealized past: “Heal, O father o f mercies, heal, we beseech thee, our 
present unhappy divisions! Let us once more rejoice in that delightful union and 
intercourse which hath heretofore subsisted betwixt us and our Parent-Land.” But the 
ongoing battles and the king’s declaration in August 1775 that the colonies were in a 
state of rebellion made reunion with Britain unlikely. As Ebenezer Baldwin realized in 
November 1775, there was “very little if any appearance of a Reformation” in the 
British government.26
25 Jacob Duche, The Duty o f Standing Fast... (Philadelphia, 1775), 9, 19; Caldwell, Character 
and Doom, 16; William Foster, True Fortitude Delineated, A Sermon Preached at Fags Manor, 
to Captain Taylor’s Company o f Recruits... (Philadelphia, 1776), 12, 24; John Witherspoon, The 
Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men... (Philadelphia, 1776) in Sandoz ed., 
Political Sermons, 558; William Steams, A View o f the Controversy subsisting between Great- 
Britain and the American Colonies... (Watertown, Mass, 1775), 33.
26Carmichael, A Self-Defensive War, 21; Duche, Duty o f Standing Fast, iii; and Baldwin, Duty 
o f Rejoicing Under Present Calamities, 27. Harry Stout argues that “almost overnight reflexive 
declarations of loyalty to the crown were replaced by harsh repudiations.” Although this 
statement applies to the beliefs of some ministers, it does not adequately represent the responses 
for all ministers. Some ministers, like John Carmichael, in 1775 urged resistance while 
beseeching the colonists to “continue to revere royalty, and observe your allegiance to the 
king.” Stout, New England Soul, 292; Carmichael, A Self-Defensive War, 23.
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With this recognition, Baldwin envisioned the glorious prospects Providence 
would bring to America with these calamities. Unlike in the Seven Years’ War, he and 
many patriot clergymen painted an optimistic picture of the Revolution even during the 
gloomiest moments o f the war. Delivering his sermon while British troops occupied 
Boston, he praised God for “the kind interpositions o f divine Providence in our 
Favour.” He remarked on all the mercies that God had bestowed to the colonies during 
these judgments. Even though British troops had a stronghold over Boston, “it is a 
merciful circumstance, that [the war] began in the Northern Colonies, where the greatest 
strength of the Colonies lies.” For Baldwin, these mercies left “no doubt of success at 
last” however many “fiery trials may proceed our deliverance.” “Every instance of 
Calamity or Affliction,” Baldwin proclaimed, “answers some good and valuable 
Purpose.” And during this grave and volatile state o f the war, Baldwin surmised that 
God’s plan was to make the colonies “the Foundation of a great and mighty Empire, the 
largest the world ever saw.” He saw these calamities as “preparing the way for this 
glorious Event.”27
Connecticut Congregationalist minister Samuel Sherwood also discussed the 
glorious workings o f divine Providence. On January 17, 1776, Sherwood delivered 
perhaps the most eloquent, vivid, and passionate sermon on the Revolution. Witnessing 
the turmoil surrounding the colonies, Sherwood assured the colonists that “we have 
incontestable evidence, that God Almighty, with the powers o f heaven, are on our side.”
27 Baldwin, Duty o f  Rejoicing, preface, 12, 33, 38.
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However “dark and gloomy” the war seemed, he believed that “great numbers of 
angels, no doubt, are encamping round our coast, for our defence and our protection.”28 
Fueling Sherwood’s conviction that God was leading the charge against the 
British was his interpretation of the biblical prophecies. Drawing on St. John’s 
prophecies in the book of Revelation, Sherwood portrayed the Revolution as a turning 
point in sacred history and a prelude to the church’s reign in America. He used the rich 
imagery o f the woman in the wilderness described in Chapter 12 of Revelation to paint 
America’s millennial landscape. This biblical passage describes a “woman in the 
wilderness” who escapes from a persecuting dragon to give birth to a son. Symbolically, 
the birth of this child represents the Second Coming of Christ and the establishment of 
God’s church on earth. By identifying the dragon as Britain and America as the woman, 
Sherwood sacralized colonial history and the Revolution. Remarking on the 
seventeenth-century English settlers’ flight from England to America, he proclaimed 
that “God brought his church into this wilderness, as on eagle’s wings” and “planted her 
as a pleasant and choice vine.”
After recounting the many trials this woman endured in the wilderness, 
Sherwood was certain that Britain was in alliance with the papacy to assert dominion 
over the world, like the Mother o f Harlots in Revelation who enticed kings to “drink the 
wine of her fornication.” Britain, receptive to the “embraces of this filthy harlot,” was 
making “open attempts to propagate and establish popery.” By “gathering up armies 
professedly Roman catholics to dragoon us into slavery and bondage,” they hoped to 
fulfill this devilish plot. Interpreting the prophecies, he concluded, “This American
28 Samuel Sherwood, The Church’s Flight into the Wilderness. N e w  York, 1776), in Sandoz,
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quarter o f the globe seemed to be reserved in providence, as a fixed and settled 
habitation for God’s church, where she might have property of her own, and the right of 
rule and government, so as not to be controul’d and oppress’d in her civil and religious 
liberties, by the tyrannical and persecuting powers of the earth, represented by the great 
red dragon.”29
Sherwood’s sermon also illuminates a shift in the clergy’s interpretation of 
salvation history. For Sherwood and many other patriot clergy, there was sufficient 
reason to believe that Britain had replaced France as God’s spiritual enemy. While 
Britain continued to oppress the colonists, France secretly offered support and 
assistance to America. Remarking on this alliance, Sherwood suggested that France had 
“shewn some tendencies towards reformation” and had halted its efforts to destroy the 
righteous. He surmised that God might have chosen the French as principle instruments 
to destroy the popish plot and to “hasten the fulfillment of the prophecy, in the entire 
destruction of the beast, and in the complete and glorious salvation of God’s afflicted 
church.”30
From the outset o f the war, many patriot clergymen, like Sherwood, used 
biblical prophecies to paint a millennial landscape o f America’s future and to unite the 
colonies under a common mission and destiny. Some ministers speculated that America 
would be the “Seat o f that glorious Kingdom, which Christ shall erect upon Earth in the 
latter Days.” In New Jersey, Presbyterian minister and Princeton president John 
Witherspoon observed that “true religion, and in her train, dominion, riches, literature,
ed., Political Sermons, 523, 524.
29 Sherwood, Church’s Flight, in Sandoz ed., Political Sermons, 503, 508-9
30 Ibid., 515-16.
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and arts, have taken their course in a slow and gradual manner from east to west.” These 
developments, according to Witherspoon, “forebode the future glory o f America. 
Presbyterian clergyman William Foster told his Pennsylvania flock that God’s Church 
had “not yet arrived to its perfection in America,” but predicted that it would “extend 
wider and wider, until it reached the Pacific Ocean.” Rejoicing at the prospect of 
playing a key role in the “enlargement o f Christ’s kingdom,” Foster remarked that the 
war was a “glorious cause;” it was an “honour” that God was assisting America to make 
a “noble stand” for the “progress o f religion and the rapid settlement o f the colonies.”33 
Aside from depicting the millennial promises o f America’s future, Foster’s 
biblical interpretation is more significant because it reveals how he modified the myth 
of Puritan New England’s “errand into the wilderness” to include all the colonies. The 
first New England settlers believed that God had sent them to the New World on a 
mission to create a true Christian commonwealth. This “city upon the hill” would be a 
model to the rest of the world for universal reformation and the establishment o f the 
Millennium. As some historians have argued, during the Revolution this myth was 
extended to include not only New England but the colonies as a whole. By doing so, it 
linked the colonists under a common cause and vision for America’s future. He 
surmised, “it is more than probable that this scripture had an eminent fulfillment when
31 Baldwin, Duty of Rejoicing, 38; John Witherspoon, The Dominion of Providence over the 
Passions o f Men... (Philadelphia, 1776) in Sandoz, ed., Political Sermons, 549; Foster, True 
Fortitude, 18, 20, 24. Nathan Hatch argues that the emphasis on liberty when discussing the 
millennium was a departure from the clergy’s past emphasis on religious millennialism.
Although Hatch convincingly reveals how “political concerns were instrumental in renewing 
sacred rhetoric” and political events were influencing religious discourse, his focus on “civil 
millennialism” is too narrow. As Ruth Bloch argues, many clergymen “still linked the fates of 
political liberty and true religion together.” Hatch, Sacred Cause, 81-92 and Bloch, Visionary 
Republic, 82-83.
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our ancestors fled, not from the embraces of the mother, but from the cruelty o f the 
monster, and took sanctuary in the wilderness of America.” Foster, as a Pennsylvania 
preacher, exemplifies how other colonists might have adopted New England’s 
“ancestors” and history as their own. Although he did not compare the colonists with 
the biblical Israelites, he modified and broadened the errand to understand the 
Revolution and the course of history.32
This millennialism played a dynamic and reciprocal relationship with the 
emerging secular, progressive optimism. In January 1776, Thomas Paine published his 
famous pamphlet Common Sense. Paine knew the Bible better than any other writing. 
Using rhetorical prose more like a sermon than a political pamphlet, Paine referred to 
biblical passages to launch an attack on the king and to portray the glory of American 
independence. Like many clergymen’s portrayal o f Britain as the dragon or beast 
mentioned in the biblical prophecies, Paine characterized the mother country as a 
“monster” and forcefully charged that the “monarchy in every instance is the Popery o f 
government.” Beseeching Americans not to long for an idealized past under this popish 
government, he directed attention to America’s present and the future condition: “A 
new era for politics is struck: a new method of thinking hath arisen. All plans, 
proposals, &c prior to the nineteenth of April, ie. to the commencement o f hostilities, 
are like the almanacks of the last year; which, though proper then, are superceded and 
useless now.” By painting this picture, he forced Americans to choose between a vivid 
future and a sterile past. For, he proclaimed, “Reconciliation is now a falacious dream.”
32 Sacvan Bercovitch argues that the Great Awakening extended the “New Israel” identity to the 
colonies in general. Bercovitch, American Jeremiad. Ruth Bloch notes that the Great
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Similar to clerical sermons, Paine also interpreted American history as a 
fulfillment of God’s plan: “The reformation was preceded by the discovery of America, 
as if the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in future 
years.” Although remarking on the “precariousness o f human affairs” in the present 
war, he saw promise in the chaos. Like the biblical Noah, Paine reasoned that “we have 
it in our power to begin the world over again,” envisioning a new world emerging from 
present calamities. Heightening the evils of those who resisted independence and this 
glorious new age, Paine equated the Americans who did not act against the British with 
the soldiers who crucified Christ: “Ye that oppose independence now, ye know not what 
ye do.” 33
Yet Paine’s use o f biblical passages differed from the way many patriot 
ministers’ applied biblical passages to historical experience. Patriot clergymen believed 
that the colonists were instruments o f God and were fulfilling his plan whereas Paine 
gave more power to human agency, asserting that it was in the colonists’ “power to 
begin the world over again.” Paine also tried to divorce the colonists from their past by 
emphasizing the future. For the patriot ministers, however, the past prefigured the 
church’s glorious future in America. It was essential to understand human history to 
interpret the unfolding events and envision the role the colonists were playing in the 
coming of Christ’s church.
Awakening spread the millennial tradition out of New England to the rest of the colonies.
Bloch, Visionary Republic.
33 Thomas Paine, Common Sense, ed. Isaac Kramnick (New York, 1976), 70, 82, 87, 89, 99. 
Paine refers to Luke 23:34 where Christ on the cross, cried, “Father, forgive them; for they 
know not what they do.” Robert A. Ferguson, “The Commonalities o f Common Sense,” William 
and Mary Quarterly, 57 (2000): 462-497.
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It was clear to many patriot clergymen that the Revolution was a glorious cause, 
and they had confidence that, no matter how bleak their present circumstances might 
appear, God would vindicate America. In 1777, after the British defeated George 
Washington’s troops and occupied Philadelphia, Massachusetts Presbyterian minister 
Abraham Keteltas assured Americans that “if the prospects should look dark” they 
should trust in God because “God pleads his own, and his people’s cause by his 
providence.” And even though the Continental army had suffered defeats, Keteltas was 
certain that “the cause of this American continent is the cause of God.” 34
From the beginning of the conflict, many patriots like Keteltas maintained that 
Providence was directing and protecting America. They received further proof o f this 
belief after American troops won a battle that turned the tide o f the war in October 1777 
at Saratoga, New York. Remarking on America’s military victories, some declared that 
the “special interposition of Providence in our behalf, makes it impious to disbelieve the 
final establishment of our Heaven-protected independence.” God brought the colonies 
together to fight the war and gave them “great reason to adore” him for restraining their
2  c
enemies and “mercifully” defending them with “many signal interpositions.”
Believing that God was on their side, patriot clergymen, who spoke and wrote 
more than anyone else to shape the meaning of the war, were convinced that the 
Revolution was the “cause of heaven against hell.” America was the grand stage for 
God to play out the course of his Providence. Throughout sacred history, the Antichrist
34 Abraham Keteltas, God Arising and Pleading His People’s Cause... (New York, 1777) in 
Sandoz, Political Sermons, 583, 593, 595.
35 David Ramsay, An Oration on the Advantages o f  American Independence... (Charleston, SC, 
1778), 18; Henry Cumings, A Sermon Preached at Lexington on the 19th o f April... (Boston, 
1778) in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 673.
59
had been “devising mischief and practicing deceit” but had never attempted a “more 
bore-faced plotting” against righteousness than the papist tyranny against America. 
Placing the Revolution in the context of sacred history, many patriots believed that God 
had caused the war to “build a Zion.”36
With their eyes toward independence, patriotic clergymen grounded religious 
rhetoric in historical experience to make the transition from colonies to nation. Yet in 
doing so, they did not apply a rigid scriptural formula. As a whole, the clergy held 
sometimes vastly different interpretations of the relationship between civil and spiritual 
liberty and modified their sermons to address each new circumstance.
By defining themselves against their French enemies during the Seven Years’ 
War, many clergymen fostered a dynamic and reciprocal relationship between religion 
and politics. As victory against the French ushered in conflict with Britain, many 
ministers drew on the conceptual tools that guided them during the 1750s to address the 
imperial crisis and to share a similar vision o f America’s future glory. Independence 
from Britain, the patriot clergy declared, would mark “an event that will constitute an 
illustrious era in the history of the world.” Free from tyranny and oppression, America 
would play a pivotal role in the establishment of Christ’s church, resembling “the new 
city which St. John saw coming down from God out of heaven, adorned as a bride for 
this husband.” This liberty, they declared, would spread from “nation to nation, till
36 Elijah Fitch, A Discourse, the Substance o f which delivered...{Boston, 1776), 9-10; Cushing, 
Divine Judgment upon Tyrants... (Boston, 1778) in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 618. Melvin 
Endy dismisses the idea that ministers elevated the war to a holy crusade. According to Endy’s 
definition of a holy war, the “clergy liberally applied biblical imagery to the conflict... but for 
the most part did not thereby elevate the struggle to the place of sacred history.” Yet, Endy’s 
threshold for what constitutes a holy war is too high. Many ministers clearly placed the war and 
struggle within the context of sacred history. See Endy, “Just War, Holy War,” WMQ, 4.
tyranny and oppression are utterly extirpated from the face o f the earth” and “the 
nations o f the earth, become the kingdom of our Lord and Savior.” Merging 
constitutional and religious rhetoric, patriot ministers politicized religion and sacralized 
politics to mobilize the fight against sin and tyranny and to fulfill the “grand cause of 
the human race.”37
37 Ramsay, An Oration on the Advantages, 1,15; Samuel Cooper, A Sermon Preached Before 
His Excellency John Hancock, Esq... (Boston, 1780) in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 655; George 
Duffield, A Sermon Preached in the Third Presbyterian Church in the City o f Philadelphia... 
(Philadelphia, 1784) in Sandoz, Political Sermons, 784; Keteltas, God Arising, 595.
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CONCLUSION
More than two hundred years after the Revolution, questions about religion’s 
role in the creation o f a new nation still loom in the minds of many Americans. For 
some, the separation of church and state in the First Amendment affirms the triumph 
o f political over religious ideas in the establishment o f a “secular” nation. Yet others 
find strands o f a civil religion, a secular religion independent o f any denomination, 
when examining the American founding documents. This latent civil religion, some 
argue, offers a sacred dimension to the founding of the nation and the revolutionary 
principles upon which it is built.
In the past several decades, these differing interpretations have sparked 
controversy over the relationship between church and state and have compelled many 
historians to explore religion’s influence on revolutionary thought. When delving into 
sermons to contrast the religious rhetoric of the clergymen with the constitutional 
discourse of political leaders, some historians have mistakenly lumped clergymen into 
groups and categories. Yet this perspective has colored their analysis of the sermons 
and has reduced the sermons to a simplistic formula and the clergy to a unified mind. 
As a result, these historians have glossed over the complexities o f the interplay 
between these discourses. Often extracting one theme as the key to the religious 
discourse in the Revolution, they have manufactured too many generalizations and
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have packaged these assumptions as if the beliefs o f elite clergymen and political 
leaders represented those of the general population.
As a close examination of the sermons reveals, there was no homogeneous 
clergy. Ministers who delivered political sermons did not apply a rigid scriptural 
formula to each unfolding historical event, nor did they simply engage in 
constitutional arguments with the dawn o f the imperial crisis. Instead, they delivered 
sermons that showed a broad range o f clerical opinion. From the outset o f the Seven 
Years’ War to the break with the mother country, ministers held vastly different 
interpretations of Scripture and the relationship between spiritual and civil liberty. 
More important, these interpretations evolved as clergymen sought to explain each 
new experience that the colonies confronted.
Understanding and appreciating these variations provides historians with a 
foundation to compare the complexities o f sermons to political pamphlets and to draw 
conclusions about the role religious ideas had in forming the new nation. This 
understanding also provides a basis for analyzing the diverse ways that religious and 
political ideas affected the laity. Recognizing that the laity, like the clergy and political 
leaders, were not a monolithic group, scholars can be more sensitive to the different 
ways that laypeople accepted, rejected, or creatively transformed messages they heard 
from the pulpit or read in printed sermons. Moreover, it also may illuminate how some 
laymen and women applied religious interpretations to the events o f the third quarter 
o f the eighteenth century in ways that their pastors, perhaps, did not endorse. These 
explorations will not only caution historians about making vast generalizations 
concerning religion’s role in the Revolution but may awaken the public to the complex
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ways that different eighteenth-century Americans understood church and state, 
religion and politics, faith and history.
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